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One of the greatest effects of the COVID-19 pandemic has been
to bring digitalization to a position of prominence in all areas of
life. Social workers as well as social work service recipients suddenly found themselves in confinement and were forced to socialize, work and support each other through available communication
and information technologies.
Telework, telehealth, and the transformation of homes into
work areas have become the norm, and these practices are likely to
stay with us for a long time. Now, we rely on virtual profesional
conferences, distance education, and restructured profesional organizations such as the IFTS, IASSW, and the ICSW. Without a doubt,
the rest of the 21st century will be very different from our life experiences so far.
Within this context, the editors of this special issue organized
a series of online Social Work seminars during the months of April
and May 2020, with the purpose of sharing best practices in digital
Social Work. They created a Youtube channel dealing with this topic and subsequently organized the First International Conference
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • September, 2021 • Volume XLVIII • Number 3
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on Digital Social Work. This conference took place in Spain in September 2020 (López Peláez et al., 2020). From conferences presentations, we learned that the effects of the unprecedented digitalization of our profession can be grouped into four major areas:
1. The protection of citizens’ rights, which more and more are being
decided in the digital world. Citizens’ rights may be linked to the
personal or institutional dimensions however an increasingly large
proportion of our personal lives takes place in the online world.
The face-to-face and virtual worlds are both part of our experience
on a continuum. Our usual problems, biases and footprints are all
recorded in the digital world. From there we may choose to delete
and forget them or to leave a digital legacy. Furthermore, our wellbeing and self-esteem are linked to our digital competencies, given
that the virtual dimension is a key element of our social lives. Additionally, our institutions are becoming increasingly digitalized.
Every day social benefits and services are accessed and delivered
digitally. For this reason, digital competencies are becoming more
and more important to social workers and citizens in general.
2. The services we provide. Our clients are citizens who are often
deprived of their freedom. For this reason, we need to develop new
ways of interviewing, conducting home visits, assessing, and intervening through new technologies and the internet. Instead of shying
away from technology, we must turn digitalization into an opportunity to improve our professional and academic performance.
3. Digital rights, interventions, and competencies. Digital rights, interventions, and competencies must become part of academic curricula
in universities to prepare social workers to intervene in this new and
very unique practice setting. Digital social work practice is substantively different from in-person social work practice. For this reason,
it requires a very particular education and competencies.
4. The value of scientific knowledge generated by social workers. In
a context of populism, radical movements, “fake news,” and challenges to scientists and experts, we must highlight our right to be
well informed. We must also emphasize the importance of a rigorous education and professional decision-making based on facts,
scientific knowledge, and social work expertise.
The articles in this special issue address many of the
previously-mentioned issues. At the same time, they can be grouped
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into three categories: technological, conceptual, and philosophical.
In the first article, professors López Peláez and Marcuello Servós
highlight how the COVID-19 pandemic has sped up the pace of digital transformation in which we are immersed. As a result, e-social
work, or digital social work, has gone from being an emerging specialization to becoming a critical specialization across organizations
and disciplines. The article examines basic scientific and methodological foundations to develop a science of social work from the perspective of critical realism, with special attention to digitalization.
Articles two to four deal with best practices in the use of new
technologies. The article “Could WhatsApp be an intervention tool
for Digital Social Work? A case study,” by Eito Mateo, José Gómez
Poyato, and Matías Solanilla, highlights lessons learned from an
ongoing research project based on a case study of the Spanish Red
Cross, as it responded to the COVID-19 crisis. The Spanish Red Cross
was a leader in providing and managing health, social, and technology services during COVID-19. This study showcases scenarios and
tools employed to respond to user needs within a process of digital
convergence facilitated by the use of interactive applications.
The article “Home Visit Training in Social Work with Virtual
Reality,” by Mª Angeles Minguela Recover, Hernandez Lafuente,
and Miguel Mota Macias presents the iSWAPP© application. This
application was created to help social work students develop complex skills such as observation, active listening, and interviewing
through virtual home visits.
The article “Using Big Data to manage social inclusion programs,” by Raya Diez, Trujillo Carmona, and Carbonero Muño
discusses how technological developments based on Artificial Intelligence (AI) and empirical science can promote social inclusion.
The article outlines the characteristics of Big Data and describes the
process of designing a tool for diagnosing social exclusion, the SiSo
scale. This scale has the potential to advance the design of a Big
Data system for social inclusion programs. The study analyzes the
suitability of the SiSo tool for measuring situations of social difficulty by conducting a Categorical Principal Components Analysis
(CATPCA) and a Linear Principal Component Analysis.
Articles five to eight are more conceptual and philosophical
in nature. Cappello’s article, “Bridging the Gaps. Literacy, Media
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Literacy Education and Critical Digital Social Work,” contends that
a series of conceptual gaps need to be bridged in order to have a
better understanding of how literacy studies and research in media
literacy education can contribute to redefining the field of digital
social work.
Castillo de Mesa’s article, “Digital Social Work: Towards Digital
Disruption in Social Work,” reviews three digital solution models
Social Work has been gradually adopting: adaptation, transition,
and digital disruption. It proposes the use of reflective analysis
of our past and current professional experiences with the goal of
shedding light on our future path. The article proposes the need for
digital social work as an academic specialization and the promotion of digital disruption as a radical approach to digital education.
Acebes Valentín’s article “Social Work and Participation in the
Digital Environment,” presents a set of communication strategies
aimed at creating both online and offline communities based on
an analysis of communication and participation in digital environments. Such strategies seek to enhance convergence and congregation with the aim of achieving the best possible outcome from
a thesis-antithesis-synthesis approach, a priority of digital social
work.
Finally, Barros and Bossetti’s article “Technologies and Social
Intervention: Ethical Considerations,” discusses the use of Information and Communication Technologies within the Social Work profession. It highlights the necessity to reanalyze and reconceptualize
our intervention strategies, due to the widespread use of digital
technologies, and the importance of having academic study plans
that include the necessary digital skills. It proposes that the challenges associated with the use of Information and Communication
Technologies within the current historical-social context mandate
the adoption of a critical ethical attitude.
The editors of this special issue express their gratitude to all the
authors that contributed to it. Digitalization is already part of our
profesional practice and daily lives. For this reason it deserves to
be studied rigorously and ethically. We have no doubt that Digital
Social Work or e-Social Work will become one of our profession’s
main areas of study and practice during the rest of the 21st century
and beyond.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has sped up the pace of the digital transition
process in which we have been immersed. In a context of generalized lockdown, our organizations have been forced to go digital and many of the
activities social workers perform must now be done remotely. As a result,
e-social work, or digital social work, has gone from being an emerging specialization to a critical specialty across organizations and activities. In this
article, we examine some basic scientific and methodological foundations
to develop a science of social work from the perspective of critical realism,
with special attention to digitalization. Establishing the scientific foundations of digital social work is a preliminary step for its development as a
field of specialization.
Keywords: Digital Social Work, e-Social Work, Critical Realism, Digital
Intervention, COVID-19

Introduction
E-social work, or digital social work, is an area of specialization
in contemporary digital societies (López Peláez et al., 2018; Eito Mateo et al., 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic, the successive lockdowns
imposed in countries around the world, and the need to act remotely has accelerated the process of a digital transformation that was
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • September, 2021 • Volume XLVIII • Number 3
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already underway. The digital skills of both social workers (López
Peláez et al., 2020) and social services users of all ages have become
critical competencies for the employability of social workers and for
the very livelihood of the organizations in which they work. The
International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), the International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), and International
Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) have adapted to this new scenario by changing their in-person conferences to virtual conferences.
Based on digital social work experiences we have carried out over
the years (López Peláez & Marcuello Servós, 2018), during the 2020
COVID-19 lockdown, we organized three free online seminars to
disseminate good practices (trabajo social digital seminars, 2020)
that have attracted more than 4000 subscribers (López Peláez et al.,
2020), created a digital social work channel on YouTube (Trabajo
Social Digital±—Digital Social Work, 2020), and organized the 1st
International Conference of Digital Social Work with 27 working
sessions in English, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish (1st International Conference of Digital Social Work, 2020).
As it became clear in various presentations at the International
Conference of Digital Social Work, a key aspect for the consolidation of digital social work, or e-social work, as a sub-discipline similar to social work with groups or health social work, or as a transversal specialization to any social intervention (since the digital is
an inseparable part of personal and collective life), is to analyze its
scientificity, both in relation to the object of analysis or intervention
and the methodologies used (López Peláez & Marcuello Servós,
2019). In this article, we examine three basic dimensions of science
applied to digital social work from the perspective of critical realism (Longhofer & Floersch, 2012): science and language, critical realism in digital social work, and the characteristics of digital-based
interventions in social work practice. Finally, we will present a definition of digital social work coherent with the notion of scientificity.

Science, Language, and Social Intervention
In the field of social work intervention and research, recognizing the scientific dimension of our discipline has become essential
to establishing our legitimacy. We can only diagnose, intervene,
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evaluate, and transfer knowledge to practice—both in face-to-face
intervention and through new digital technologies—if our knowledge is rigorous, our contributions are relevant, and our discipline
is a science.
From Hellenistic times to the present day, the notions of science, method, and technique have formed a key triad in Western
civilization, as well as in many other cultures throughout history.
In all times and places, human beings have sought ways to subsist through knowledge of their environment, action strategies,
adaptation, and survival mechanisms that are transmitted from
generation to generation. This instituted knowledge makes it possible to analyze problems and design efficient solutions, as well as
differentiate valid knowledge from invalid knowledge and develop
methods to achieve objectives based on this valid knowledge. It is a
dynamic where knowledge is established or sedimented (Ricoeur,
1960) and innovations are produced and alternating over time. The
great repository of all this knowledge is language, that is, the “social place” where the possibility of knowing the world takes shape.
As postulated by Everett (2016), “language is primarily a cultural
tool for community building” (p. 4) and hence of the ways of doing
and knowing.
Words are the gateway to interpreting the world of life, the reality in which we live. Therefore, the foundation of any knowledge
requires mastering a language in its context and unraveling the etymology of the words used to describe the world and the genealogy of the meanings they hold. However, of the thousands of living
languages on the planet, only a few have built up a proven scientific
corpus. While Latin was the lingua franca of knowledge in European countries and their colonies for centuries, English now boasts
this position. Although decolonial proposals have highlighted the
process of Eurocentric domination (Quijano, 2000; Mignolo, 2010,
2011) and appeals are made to put an end to this cognitive empire
(Sousa Santos, 2018), the logic of this dominant power has allowed
the development of a whole edifice of concepts and content together
with technologies that have become hegemonic and global.
In order to reflexively analyze language, knowledge, and action,
three aspects must be taken into consideration:

Digital Intervention, COVID-19, and Critical Realism
• First of all, the world around us is as it is; the difficulties begin when we try to explain and know. From that moment on,
differences arise and we find diverse perspectives that have
been developed throughout history. We can go back to the
point where myth confronts logos or to the moment where
Plato distinguished between doxa (opinion) and episteme (rigorously contrasted knowledge), or until Lakoff and Johnson
(1999) argued that the mind is intrinsically “embodied,” (p.
3) and from there rework the key questions of philosophy
and, by extension, of knowledge. This is not the time or the
place for a review of the history of the sciences to situate each
step of this great edifice that is inhabited by diverse forms
of action. Some will be satisfied with Poincaré’s (1946) affirmation that the scientific method consists of observing and
experimenting, while others may consider that there is no
such thing in singular, but rather there are different models
of scientificity (Maass Moreno et al., 2007), because, among
other things, neither the observables nor the procedures are
the same. In other words, the problem is how this observation and experimentation is put into practice.
• Secondly, our intervention transforms reality, generates
a new context, and opens the way to new opportunities and
new problems. The mere naming of things that occur in
the world of life, in which we are immersed, activates the
process of knowing and orients action. For this reason, the
concepts of science, technique, and method can also be understood as dynamic activities that mutually nourish each
other and are produced in a cultural environment according to certain values. Social work is inherently oriented to
intervention with people in a specific place and situation.
Therefore, it can be said that there is always a practical
problem that motivates a research question. This research
question circumscribes and defines a knowledge problem
that heuristically aspires to find a research answer; which
can—and strictly speaking must—help to solve the initial
practical problem (Booth et al., 2001).
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• Thirdly, scientific knowledge is transmitted and shapes a
corpus that orders the world and its conditions of possibility. For this reason, it is essential to understand paradigmatic
structures and to promote critical analysis and second-order reflexivity. Theories are modeled, redefined, and used
from different perspectives. In social work, we must also
train ourselves to be competent in scientific reasoning that
requires language and action. In addition, the application
of methods and techniques must also be mastered. All this
is part of an educational process that is in itself “performative,” since it creates a culture and mode of action. Given
this performative character, it is not only a matter of learning how to use methods and techniques, but it is also important to unveil what is taken for granted, what is hidden
in the so-called “black box” of theories. It is a question of
introducing into the public debate that which is taken for
granted, revealing what is operating under the appearance
of neutrality, and thus establishing a critical re-appropriation of a fundamental activity—scientific work—in our socalled knowledge society. In the field of digital social work,
the non-neutrality of algorithms and the problems related
to the digital rights of users further highlight the need to
critically address these processes of knowledge and social
intervention.

Critical Realism and Digital Social Work
Social work, and hence digital social work, is characterized
by being a knowledge urged by action, which seeks to become a
transformative practice (López Peláez, 2012). This transformative
practice is (a) based on human rights; (b) addresses users’ demands
and needs; (c) produces knowledge from which specific intervention methodologies are derived through interaction with users; (d)
adopts a reflexive position that questions its connections with power in each historical context; and (e) engages in an often conflictive
dialectical relationship between the available resources provided
by the administration and social policies. As social workers, we are
not mere processors, but we process resources; we are not mere instruments of the administration due to our critical commitment,
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although we are in many cases part of them. Therefore, social work
starts from the external reality of the world, which can be evaluated
and known, and in which we can intervene by means of different
methodologies. In this sense, critical realism, as described by Brekke and Anastas (2019), allows scientifically grounding knowledge
and action in social work.
Social workers have always aimed to explain themselves by
taking into consideration: (a) their object of knowledge people in
situation, which they share with the other social sciences; (b) the
objective of their intervention—the improvement of living conditions and the strengthening of individuals, groups and communities; and (c) their relationship with social policies and the administration, since it is a discipline linked to the welfare state in which
users are considered citizens with full rights.
Both explanations and professional intervention in social work
must be adapted to the characteristics of its object. We cannot be
content with a mere projection of what Norbert Elias (1999) called
“naïve” or “egocentric” models of explanation, which are of a mythical-magical nature, or models typical of “natural science,” which
are developed to analyze interrelations of an inert nature and cannot simply be adjusted to fit the investigation of human social interactions. Moreover, in social work we share a specific feature of
modern science: its practical purpose.
Practical Purpose and Social Work
The sciences seek to find explanations that allow us to foresee
events and expand our practical capacity to control and transform
nature by making new discoveries and developing new technologies in a variety of spheres, from production to health or the use
of natural resources, among many others. It was Francis Bacon
(1561–1626) who clearly formulated this practical purpose of scientific knowledge: we know in order to foresee and we foresee in
order to provide. Thus, the sciences emerge as a fundamental tool
for the transformation of the world, as opposed to the old conception of knowledge as a contemplative activity with no practical purpose. Hence, the expansion of the sciences in industrial societies
went hand in hand with the development of increasingly advanced
technologies in an incessant process of “scientific-technological”
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development, in which the “scientific” and the “technological” cannot be neatly separated.
In capitalist and industrial societies, economic and production
needs stimulated the development of new inventions and new scientific applications for productive systems, transportation, construction, and health care, among others, in a permanent effort to
manufacture new goods and merchandise with more rationalized
production systems. Thus, an intense process of mutual influences developed between science, technology, economy, and industrial society that reinforced the role of science and technology as
wealth-creating factors (Tezanos & López Peláez, 2000). This process is at the origin of social work as a scientific discipline and as a
profession, which precisely addresses the negative effects of industrial society.
Based on this point of view, a fourfold task of social work as a
scientific discipline can be distinguished, which could result in an
emancipatory process that allows people to develop a greater intellection and control of their own social reality and abandon the inertial behavior that leads human beings to self-destruct on a greater
or lesser scale; an inertia that is reinforced to the extent that we lack
a scientific understanding of the dynamics of human interactions
(Elias, 1999). A proper analysis of the inclusive and exclusionary
dynamics generated in human societies must take into account the
following four tasks: (a) an analysis of the object of study; (b) liberation from inadequate models of analysis of that object (looking
for an emancipation from heteronomous representations that are
naively egocentric or linked to natural science but also from representations biased by racism, colonialism, or male chauvinism); (c)
the development of new concepts and models through instruments
of language and thought that are better suited to the specific nature
of the problems posed by human networks (Elias, 1999); and (d) the
development of professional interventions that improve the living
conditions of citizens at the individual, group, and community levels (López Peláez, 2015).
Philosophy of Science, Critical Realism, and Social Work
There is nothing more human than a machine. Our technologies
are our product. They have consistency, they affect our trajectory
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sometimes in ways unexpected by their creators, and they highlight
our capacity to know and order or re-order the outside world, hence
the complementarity between critical realism and social work in
a digital society in which problems of inclusion and exclusion are
redefined in terms of new technologies and digital social networks.
The positivist model of science, key in the 19th century, against
which many of the disputes about scientificity and the knowledge
generated by social work have been raised, does not hold up critically. Not even in the physical sciences can the positivist epistemological model be maintained as such. The Newtonian model of
science, together with Darwin’s evolutionary theory, influenced
positivism in the 19th century, and underwent a major transformation as a result of the evolution of physical theory and the philosophy of science in the 20th century. The specular conception of
language, which defends its neutrality in reflecting reality, has not
overcome the critique developed by the second Wittgenstein, nor
the notion of theoretical load formulated by Hanson (2010). From
the perspective of a science of digital social work, it is important to
highlight three fundamental aspects.
First, the difficulties involved in the verification and formulation
of necessary causal laws have led to scientific truths being conceived
of in terms of probability. This affects both physical theories and social sciences: “every scientific measurement is always given with a
probable error” (Russell, 1969, p. 63). But it is not only a matter of
achieving probability with respect to an external world that can be
“neutrally” observed, as positivist epistemology erroneously presupposes. The evolution of scientific theories must be understood
starting from the previous “hermeneutic circle” in which we find
ourselves immersed, and which defines the horizon of intelligibility. Every observation is already in a prior theory, although it can, as
Giddens points out, evolve beyond the theory that determines the
meaning; that is why scientific change and the choice between rival
theories is possible (Giddens, 1993).
Secondly, the sciences are a social fact/process; a historical
product of scientific communities in a given political context. The
impossibility of differentiating between theoretical terms and observational terms highlights a very important similarity between
the social sciences and the physical sciences, in that there is no neutral observational language.
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Thirdly, science and technology produce a new scientific-technological environment characterized by the accumulation, generation, and distribution of knowledge among the technological
systems themselves. This knowledge is distributed among the machines and computer systems on which we perform our activities.
In an environment in which artificial intelligence and machines
learn to work with each other, researchers, such as Hayles, have
delved into the implications of this distributed knowledge upon
which we undertake our activity. This bears some relation to the
knowledge accumulated and managed in our organisms, on which
our consciousness rises (Hayles, 2017). When speaking of “embodiment” and embodied knowledge, we must move beyond the analysis of the mind embodied in a body, and introduce reflection on the
body of knowledge that is managed by technological devices and
systems, just as the data and information stored in our cells and
our perceptual system constitutes the basis on which our conscious
activity emerges.
In social work—including digital social work—the methodological criteria must take into account the dual condition of subject and
object of the human being and the researcher. In a certain sense,
this also occurs in the physical natural sciences since, regardless
of the methodology used, observation is mediated by theory. To
overcome these classical dualisms (i.e., subjective/objective, action/
structure), authors, such as Bhaskar, have proposed a critical realist epistemology based on a transformative model of social action.
According to this model, structure and action are always related:
structure is an indispensable condition for action, while the reproduction of that same structure depends on the action (Baert, 1998).
In the so-called “realist” position, the recognition of differences
between social and natural structures does not imply that the scientific method is different. The central point of “realist” epistemology,
as a counterpoint to “positivist” epistemology, is the concept of causality: to explain something is not simply to ascertain regularities,
but to establish how they are produced, and this is only achieved
by resorting to causal mechanisms or forces that may or may not be
directly accessible by observation. In this sense, Bhaskar (1989) coincides with Keat and Urry’s approach (1982): it is a matter of explaining the social regularities that we observe by means of underlying
causal mechanisms or forces that may or may not be observable.

Digital Intervention, COVID-19, and Critical Realism

19

According to this view, both structuralism and hermeneutics
are scientific approaches since they seek to explain regularities by
resorting to entities that may or may not be observable. For Bhaskar (1989), the existence of such unobservable entities—and thus
avoiding the danger of a language whose terms have no connection
with reality—is to be found in what he calls “retroduction,” where
the phenomena under investigation are explained by analogies and
metaphors relating to previously known and familiar phenomena.
Today, the exchange and application of theoretical models, in
disciplines other than those that initially developed them, are now
common. As such, the boundaries between sciences have become
permeable, and concepts that are specific to one discipline are
employed more or less effectively in others. This phenomenon of
concept broadening has occurred with increasing intensity in the
social sciences, thus favoring theoretical innovations, such as analogies between social structuralism and linguistics, functionalism
and biology, or rational action theory and economic models (Baert,
1998). In the field of social work and social services, for example,
co-design and co-creation theories originally developed in the field
of design are now being used in the design of social services (Steen
et al., 2011).
In our case, it can be affirmed that the object of social work is
the “person-in-situation,” with special attention to the helping relationship. For this reason, social work is of an open and integrating
nature, and is situated in its own right as one more discipline within the social sciences, while requiring all of them. Rigorous and
scientific research in this field cannot be carried out without knowledge and application of the legal and social sciences. It is necessary
to incorporate the perspectives and methodologies, techniques and
concepts of economics, social psychology, sociology, political science, etc., without forgetting that social work retains its own identity as a science and a specific area of specialization.

Digital Social Work and Social Intervention
Any science, technique, or technology is a product of a human
group, but it is not only theirs: they are inserted in a historical tradition and transform reality in ways their designers would never
have expected. Sciences and technologies constitute, in Orteguian
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terms, a way of being in the world. They are linked to lifestyles and
a specific way of relating to nature and to other living beings (including humans). The reflexivity inherent to critical realism, with
respect to knowledge, cannot be limited to the debate on the objectivity or subjectivity of knowledge. It must open the way to the
consideration of the socio-technological models in which we live
and, in an essential sense, to the model of life that they generate
and from which they are generated.
In the first half of the twentieth century, philosophers, such as
Heidegger, highlighted the link between the essence of modern
technology and the reduction of reality to a classifiable and cumulative object or Bestand (Heidegger, 1977). In contrast to this position, Ortega and Gasset (1982) elaborated a reflection on contemporary science and technology compatible with the epistemology
of critical realism, which highlights the specific orientation of each
technology according to the model of life that gives meaning to the
activity, and which implies a different recognition of the other—nature, people, and living beings (López Peláez, 1994).
In social work, some basic questions that arise are: (a) How do
I define the other, the user? (b) How do I describe and articulate
the relationship between user and client? and (c) What are the objectives in terms of lifestyle, opportunities, and environment? To
propose a relationship model with the user that allows us to improve their living conditions and access knowledge that takes into
consideration all the dimensions at stake and different interpretations of each actor involved, Ortega and Gasset’s theory—perspectivism, vital reason, and the theory of technique—may be useful to
us. Within the cultural battle in which we are immersed, the social
work model of science and technique is linked to social inclusion,
with a certain definition of the goods at stake in a specific technological environment. There, the Orteguian perspective contributes
to resizing our discipline according to the model of life and values,
from which we articulate our science, our technology, and our professional intervention.
In this sense, the digitalization of our lives opens a new field in
social work as a scientific discipline and as a profession, what we
have called digital social work or “e-social work” (López Peláez &
Marcuello-Servós, 2018). Online sociability and digital interactions
have opened up a new field of research and intervention (Castillo
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de Mesa & López Peláez, 2019). In terms of the methodology, for
example, e-social work allows us to investigate the natural environment without the interference of the observer in traditional ethnography, and therefore, overcomes one of the limitations of our usual
methods in the pre-internet world. The same is true for longitudinal studies: it is now possible to monitor online interactions and
study them over time. With regard to user-professional relationships (Castillo de Mesa et al., 2019), the online environment forces
us to rethink these relationships, take into account the digital rights
of users, and redefine what we consider privacy. As concerns relations with institutions, which are being transformed into electronic
administrations with increasing intensity, interactions with users
are also changing.
But, in any case, critical realism, which from our point of view
can be enriched with the contribution of Ortega and Gasset, provides a basis for a science that knows and intervenes in the outside
world; an external world that is our world, which is prior to us but
which is transformed by our actions. This is now a technological
world in which we must redefine our relational dynamics, and in
which new and old processes of exclusion take place. In this sense,
digital-based social work intervention can be guided by the following eight priorities as summarized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Digital Social Work Priorities

As can be seen, technology itself is not the main priority, but
rather resolving the problems faced by users. Firstly, we must define the social problems to be addressed in the physical and digital
spheres in order to develop an effective technology to deal with
them. We must also make social services visible. To do this, it is
necessary to take into consideration specific groups (middle classes,
families with children, young people, the elderly, unaccompanied
minors) in order to design technological innovations that bring social services closer to them and break the stigma associated in some
cases with social services. We must focus on strengthening the prevention of problems, which means approaching citizens proactively, something that new technologies make possible. Prevention is
key to redefining our social services and solving problems early on.
Another key aspect is to simplify procedures and optimize processes. In addition, help and guidance services must be offered through
ICTs and social networks; for example, by geolocating social service
centers, offering programs and resources, and guiding users with
gamification and artificial intelligence systems. Digital skills must
be encouraged and promoted, especially through training programs
for social workers, users, and technicians. This involves integrating
ICTs in the professional practice of social services, with protocols
that respect the digital rights of users and professionals. Finally, it
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is necessary to revise and redefine social services to adapt them to
digital rights and strengthen citizens in the exercise of these rights.
In any e-social work project, it is possible to differentiate two
positions (professionals and users/recipients) and six phases based
on the group social work model proposed by López Peláez (2015),
as shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2. Model of Intervention Phases in E-Social Work

The first phase involves diagnosis and “active listening.” In this
phase, it is necessary to describe what resources are available for
those who are not connected or suffer from technological limitations
and are on social networks by analyzing, monitoring, and investigating their discourse and demands, as well as the characteristics
of their interaction patterns. In addition, the online resources available in the different administrative bodies or private companies involved are identified. In the second phase, problems are defined
by taking into account the various perspectives to cooperatively
set operational objectives and establish the systemic framework of
the problem, its environment, its elements, and relationships. To
achieve a common diagnosis and solution, it is very important to
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involve all actors from the perspective of co-design or creative design. The third phase entails designing solutions adjusted to the
previous steps, which are dynamic and not necessarily linear. That
is, the elements and positions of the different actors and situations
must be reviewed in a recursive way by taking up again from the
beginning the diagnosis and formulation of the problem according
to the evolution of the whole. The fourth phase is either the development or use of specific applications, from games to WhatsApp
groups, in order to carry out the activities planned as mechanisms
that respond to the why of the intervention. In the fifth phase, the
intervention is evaluated, with special attention to the digital skills
of users and professionals, as well as training programs to overcome any problems that are detected. The sixth phase is dedicated
to proposals for improvement, the transfer of the results achieved
and the methodology used, and the dissemination of good practices, thereby reinforcing the confidence of users and professionals in
the approaches used.

Concluding Remarks: Towards a Definition
of Digital Social Work as a Science
Within social work as a science, digital social work is emerging as a specific sub-discipline. The basic elements to be taken into
consideration in formulating a definition of digital social work as a
science are as follows:
First, the object of our discipline, which involves a complex set of problems and opportunities with the following
characteristics: they affect individuals, groups, and communities; they are formalized and expressed through digital
social networks and new information and digitalization
technologies; they require an approach based on the scientific method and the planning and evaluation of results; and
they affect the dynamics of social inclusion and exclusion.
Secondly, it is essential to define the set of values that guide
our actions. In this sense, the digital rights of citizens, and
more broadly human rights, constitute the foundation of
our professional practices as social workers.
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Thirdly, the scientific method, which, from a realist epistemology, is based on the existence of an external reality that
can be known, which is not neutral in its configuration, and
which has its own characteristics. It is a method that, in order to define problems and opportunities, must be open to
involvement, negotiation, and dialogue with all the actors
involved, from users to the e-administration.
Fourthly, intervention aimed at strengthening the set of digital skills needed to operate in a digital environment that is
transversal to all our activities.
Taking into account these four elements, we can formulate the
following definition of digital social work. Digital social work is a
discipline of social work that is grounded in the values of democratic
citizenship and based on scientific methodology that presupposes
an external reality which can be studied, addresses problems and
opportunities in digitized societies through new information and
communication and digital technologies, and is applied through
a process of diagnosis, planning, organization, development, and
evaluation in which the digital skills of users and professionals play
a key role. It takes the on-line or digital environment as the object
of analysis, evaluation, and social intervention. It establishes strategies for user access, user participation, evaluation of user needs,
and the design of intervention dynamics and user empowerment.
Its objective is to help a population living in a digital environment.
In short, digital social work or e-social work can be defined as the
use of new information and communication technologies in the field
of social work and social services. It includes online research, patient
treatment (individual treatment, group, and community dynamics),
the education and training of social workers, and the monitoring
of social services programs (López Peláez, 2015, p. 44). Moreover,
e-social work is a place of convergence “an adaptation of social work
resulting from the use of ICTs and allows the development of the
capacities of individuals to meet their needs and demands” (Mateo
et al., 2018, p. 934). There is still a long way to go to continue researching, substantiating, and building a science of social work in general,
and of digital social work in particular. This is all the more important because exclusionary digitalization can also occur. Only through
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our commitment to democratic values can

we ensure that the digitalization of our societies strengthens social inclusion and not social
exclusion. And in that process, digital social work based on human
rights can help us build a better society.
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Could WhatsApp be an Intervention Tool
for Digital Social Work? A Case Study
Antonio Eito Mateo
María José Gómez Poyato
Antonio Matías Solanilla
Universidad de Zaragoza / University of Zaragoza
Ensuring that individuals who exhibit difficulties or problems are able to
stay in their family and community environments has been an issue of
concern for governments and welfare states for several decades. Authorities
now seek to reverse the impact of periods or years of institutionalization
and concealment of a variety of personal and social realities.
It should be highlighted that two phenomena, in particular, have increased
interest in helping to keep individuals in their homes and community. First,
aging populations and increased life expectancy, and second, the possibilities
afforded by Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). The aging
population is a constant throughout the Western world. To date, ICT is a
field that has been underexploited in Southern Europe and specifically in the
case of Spain. Nevertheless, ICT is experiencing a boom and we believe it
can shape and reshape professional, personal, and family practices, as well as
public policies and program design in the near future.
In turn, the situation resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic, which
began in 2020, has led to moments of lockdown, curfews, and restrictions of
movement, which in some cases have increased the isolation and loneliness
of the elderly and those with health and mobility problems. Paradoxically,
Covid-19 has also acted as a technology driver by increasing the use of
social media, online shopping, and technologies such as video calls, video
chats, etc., for personal, work, and educational activities.
In this article, we highlight developments from an ongoing research project based on a case study from a social action organization that responded to
the crisis by providing and managing health, social, and technology services.
The organization in question is the Spanish Red Cross, and, more specifically, we analyze the case of the Red Cross in Zaragoza, Spain.
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This study aims to show the evolution of scenarios and tools employed
to respond to user needs within a process of digital convergence facilitated
by the use of interactive applications, based on “peer-to-peer” communication as a complementary strategy to the usual practice of social work,
towards what could constitute a new context of work and intervention such
as e-social work.
Keywords: Community, loneliness, ICTs, e-social work

Introduction
The World Health Organization (WHO, 2015) estimates that
there are around 605 million people in the world over the age of
60 and that by 2025 this number will increase to 1.2 billion. One
in three of these individuals will be living in developed countries.
Spain is one of those countries with a population of 46,528,966 inhabitants, 11,467,684 of whom are aged over 60 (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, INE, [Spanish Office for Statistics], 2017), which
will cause a significant strain on social protection and healthcare
systems (IMSERSO, 2016). The number of elderly people will reach
such a progressive scale that it will have evident social repercussions, and eventually to the overall aging of the country’s population (Abellán et al., 2018). Moreover, due to their age, this group of
citizens may also present health issues (Bódalo, 2003). A distinction
should be highlighted between intrinsic aging (the genetically determined process unique to each individual) and extrinsic aging
(determined by an individual’s physical and social environment)
(Santos del Campo, 1991). Aging has become a constant concern for
many governments and welfare states.
Furthermore, in addition to the figures that show the level of
aging in Spanish society, there is also an entire new trend in ideas,
legislation, and ways of working and intervening that stresses the
importance of enabling elderly people to continue to live in the
community environment. The aim behind this strategy is to ensure
that social, neighborhood, and family roots are not lost and, in turn,
deliver the support and care needed to ensure that the elderly and
vulnerable live with dignity (Arriba González de Durana & Moreno
Fuentes, 2009). In the case of Spain, Law 39/2006, popularly known
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as the “Dependency Law”, consolidated the right to autonomy for
dependent individuals, and extended the possibilities for support at
home beyond that traditionally provided by the Home Care Service
(Servicio de Ayuda a Domicilio) as a public social services program.
The importance of providing legal coverage, economic and personal means for the initiatives, and community and home support programs also needs to be taken into account. Indeed, since Esping-Andersen’s (1990) classic definition, Southern European welfare states
have been characterized not so much by institutional protection,
but more by family and/or informal support (Moreno, 2001; Bettio
& Plantenga, 2004). The following table summarizes a very general
characterization of such models.
Table 1. European Care Models

Source: The authors, based on Bettio & Plantenga (2004) and Huete García (2015).

Together, with the concept of care and legal changes to promote
social inclusion based on remaining at home and non-institutionalization, we have also witnessed the advent of ICTs and the possibilities they offer to improve user care and monitoring (Merilampi &
Sirkka, 2017). Although Southern European countries are not particularly prodigious in this area, we believe that this reality is changing.
As a result, we have adopted an approach using a case study of the
well-known organization, the Red Cross. In this study, we analyze
how, step by step and little by little, changes are being introduced to
intervention strategies with the support of technology.
Our research related to Digital Social Work seeks to strengthen this relatively new social work specialization by monitoring
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and evaluating new developments (López Peláez et al., 2018). For
instance, the current Covid-19 pandemic became a technological
“accelerator” that resulted in changes in social work professional
practices and greater acceptance of E-Social Work (López, Marcuello-Servós, et al., 2020). The experiences reported in this article suggest that many of these changes are here to stay.
The Zaragoza, Spain Red Cross was selected for this study given
its extensive track record in implementing social interventions while
using relevant technology (Cruz Roja, 2019). Established in 1867 as a
“Provincial Assembly,” it currently has 230 workers, 35,000 members,
and 6,000 volunteers. Furthermore, the city of Zaragoza, in Spain,
is an important logistical and communications hub. The Zaragoza
Red Cross manages 67 different projects, mostly with the use of ICTs,
always seeks to innovate in the area of e-care, tries to be close to the
people, and uses technology to promote social inclusion.

Isolation and Loneliness:
The Epidemic of the 21st Century
According to data (IMSERSO, 2016; INE, 2017), the number of
elderly people living alone is on the increase. Of the total number
of people living alone in Spain in 2016, 41.7% were aged 65 or older
(INE, 2017). According to the WHO (2018), factors that can cause isolation, loneliness, distress, and loss of independence in the elderly
are the loss of loved ones, the decline in socioeconomic status (due
to retirement), disability, and chronic illness due to age.
First, concepts need to be defined. The fact that there are currently so many lonely elderly people is largely due to the way families
have adapted to the capitalist system (Donio et al., 2013). However,
there is a difference between loneliness and isolation. Loneliness
is considered a negative subjective phenomenon (i.e., the relationships people would like to have versus those they actually have),
whereas isolation is considered an objective phenomenon (i.e., the
number of interactions people have). Some people choose isolation,
while others do not, whereby it becomes a disruptive element for
their wellbeing (Gené-Badia et al., 2016). So, living alone (residential
autonomy, people with minimal social ties, i.e., social isolation) is
not the same as experiencing loneliness (emotional loneliness).
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The psychotherapeutic study of loneliness began in the 1980s
with the creation of scales such as that proposed by de Jong-Gierveld and Kamphuls (1985). However, community and social studies of people who feel lonely is much less developed. Unwanted
loneliness is often associated with a state of relational or social
isolation and frequently leads to a reduction in the number of primary community relationships people need for a healthy lifestyle.
As previously indicated, the physical state of living alone that may
entail the absence of social relationships (objective loneliness) is
different from the feeling of being alone (emotional loneliness).
Understandably, persons suffering from emotional loneliness are
the ones that usually receive benefits and support from the social
network system. Lastly, dystonic loneliness can be described as the
absence of harmony in relationships that can be understood as “I
feel alone” (Castro, 2015).
A dynamic relationship exists between loneliness, social isolation, and social vulnerability/social exclusion (Pinazo-Hernandis
& Donio-Bellegarde Nunes, 2018) in which psychosocial and relational factors of social isolation are associated with subjective and
emotional factors of social exclusion, on one hand, and structural
and cultural factors of social exclusion, on the other (Santos-Olmo
Sánchez, 2016). This can create a “perfect storm” that isolates and
condemns the users who need intervention.
However, this is not enough to indicate that these subjects live
in loneliness or isolation as this will depend on forms of social organization that do not always hinge on their wishes. Families adapt
to the needs of the social system in which they live (Díez Nicolás
& Morenos Páez, 2015). Díez Nicolás and Morenos Paéz (2015) define “the loneliness syndrome” as the inability to communicate
with others, together with decreased participation in social activities, and distinguish between emotional loneliness and social loneliness. The former refers to the absence of attachments generated
by unhealthy affective relationships in childhood, which leads to
insecurity. Social loneliness refers to the actual number of social
relationships, a concept that is currently very widespread, especially due to the use of social media (Co-operatives UK & British Red
Cross, 2016).
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Loneliness and Health
Several studies have highlighted the impact of relationships
and social interactions on health, specifically in old age. Social isolation and loneliness affect the elderly’s quality of life because they
are more likely to acquire unhealthy habits. Isolation can be a factor
that aggravates an individual’s mental or physical illness, however
social interactions would help them to recover or overcome their
problems (Gené-Badia et al., 2016).
Loneliness can have serious consequences and negative effects
for both individuals and the community given that we are social
beings, as exemplified by Bowlby’s theory of attachment (1979). It
can cause or exacerbate existing personal psychological, social, and
behavioral problems, in addition to triggering problems within the
community, including the loss of social relationships, lack of confidence to go outside, etc. Furthermore, it can have consequences for
isolated people, which might manifest as lower satisfaction with
life and a tendency to suffer physical and mental health problems.

COVID-19, Social Isolation, Lockdown,
and Socially Vulnerable People
Although the outbreak and spread of COVID-19 have posed a
challenge for societies in every country in the world, it has had a
very specific impact on vulnerable groups. The impact is more than
a health challenge; it is also a social challenge affecting the economy, employment, housing, etc.—in short, quality of life (Nicola et
al., 2020).
In this study, we refer to participants as “socially vulnerable
people” because isolation and loneliness are not only limited to the
elderly, even though they are by far the largest group affected by
it. For this reason, our research focuses on groups such as: people
with mild or moderate mental pathologies who are not institutionalized, people who for various reasons have dramatically reduced
their social relationships, and people who are isolated due to residing in highly dispersed rural areas. Although there were different
levels of regional lockdowns and curfews between March 14 and
April 26, 2020, the Spanish population were confined to their homes
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with “strict” quarantine rules between March 30 and April 9, 2020.
This may have also affected other groups that should be studied
and may also need to be provided with intervention services.
Some cases of loneliness lead to severe suffering, a feeling of
loss of dignity and purpose (Goikoetxea, 2020), and an increase
in both health problems and the risk of mortality (Gerst-Emerson
& Jayawardhana, 2015); this must be considered as a social and
healthcare problem. Yanguas et al. (2020) suggests that both loneliness and the risk of social isolation increase with age and are more
frequent in men and in those with a lower level of education.
In the case of the elderly, the risks are more than evident. In
addition to the mortality figures—approximately 80% of deaths in
Spain have occurred in people over 70 years of age (Instituto Carlos
III, 2020), we have to consider the impact that isolation and lockdown may have had on their physical and mental health. After all,
psychosocial factors and social behavior are already primary elements that condition our responses (Eisenberger et al., 2017). The
drastic measures adopted in order to avoid contagion led to “physical distancing,” which, in turn, led to “social distancing” and isolation from contact networks, family, friends, stores, etc. (Pinazo-Hernandis, 2020).
This situation leads us—or should lead us—to rethink our entire care model and system, not only with respect to the elderly, but
also to any individual with needs or vulnerability. In this analysis,
technology can no longer be excluded. We must study E-care—with
all the possibilities and difficulties (digital divide, technological
exclusion) that it may bring. This article relies on a practical case
study, while keeping in mind that the social work discipline has an
important role to play and much to say about loneliness isolation
and digital transformation.
Social Work and Loneliness
Loneliness is a social phenomenon; for this reason, we propose
we should study other social factors closely related to it. Any intervention support provided to service users suffering from loneliness
must be implemented with an emphasis on prevention, following
the classic classification of primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention (Fernandes Alves et al., 2009).
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Primary prevention has a clear community focus on exposing
societal issues, promoting community social participation, and
providing resources for social participation, maintaining independence, and adapting to life changes (Fierro, 2006). Secondary
prevention (Fernandes Alves et al., 2009) operates using a group
approach by working with potential members of pre-risk and risk
groups. It engages in actions aimed at identifying risk situations
and detecting potentially vulnerable and at-risk people. Intervention is implemented via social participation/involvement programs
and by encouraging potential participants to get involved. This
type of intervention is targeted at people who, although they may
never have publicly aired their situation of loneliness, show signs
of suffering or of being at risk of suffering loneliness due to their
lifestyle, isolation, absence of activities, etc. Situations may include
individuals becoming recently widowed or caregivers who have
noticed dependent individuals who are becoming isolated (Schapira, 2020).
Lastly, tertiary prevention (Fernandes et al., 2009) is implemented in the case of people at high risk of social isolation. Once vulnerable individuals are detected, intervention resources for severe
social isolation are created for isolated elderly people, the homeless,
persons with mental illness and those living in social isolation. This
preventive intervention has been set out by Sacramento Pinazo, in
the 2021 Ongoing Training Program in Social Services, from the
Regional Government of Cantabria, Spain.
We should always consider the possibility of using ICT tools
for interventions after first assessing how service users could possibly use them. Social workers must identify the population at risk
of loneliness, explore their social ties and the quality of affective
bonds by gathering data about their life stories to help verify and
document their situations.
The above information could help us determine the range of
strategies and resources that can be employed to help minimize
loneliness and improve the users’ situations. We should seek detection and preventative solutions to promote interpersonal relationships and social ties (Rodríguez, 2009). It is also important to focus
on promoting active aging, given the increase in the number of
people who now belong to older age cohorts, especially in Western
countries (Agudo et al., 2012). One of the ways to mitigate loneliness
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and isolation could be to increase the use of ICTs. Studies show improvements in quality of life among older people stemming from
the use of ICTs (Pino et al., 2015).
Technology, Health, and Safety
Technology opens new horizons for both social and healthcare
interventions, and even for the way we interact and develop as individuals. What might have seemed like science fiction a few years
ago has now become a reality in the form of smart homes, sensors in
household appliances, remote medical operations, etc. (Televés, 2020).
As already mentioned, the Covid-19 pandemic has acted as a
technology driver, with a notable increase in the use of social media, video calling apps, and wider use of teleworking, and virtual contacts. To illustrate this, in the following pages we highlight
two experiences: one with the elderly and the other with young
students with disabilities. They both show how technology can be
used to provide social support.
It is important to recognize the evident societal digital divide
that prevents the use of ICTs by certain population subgroups (Eurostat, 2016). Reportedly, the ability to effectively use ICTs is often
determined by people’s levels of digital literacy, shortcomings, and
problems of accessibility. We propose that these subgroups differences must be reduced by democratizing access to ICTs. This way
all groups will become digitally integrated into this new era, as
stipulated by Spanish Law 3/2018 of December 5.
The use of ICTs to promote social inclusion is varied. As previously mentioned, the elderly and students with disabilities are
two vulnerable groups whose condition has recently been aggravated by Covid-19 (Kuric Kardelis et al., 2021). Due to their versatility, ICTs can be used to provide a wide range of interventions
for the elderly. Possible uses of ICT include: providing security to
those who use them at home; offering a wide range of visual and
auditory stimuli; providing healthcare; helping to create new social
ties through virtual relationships; providing communication with
other environments; and providing access to information (Pino et
al., 2015). In short, ICTs make it possible to enhance autonomy at
home if used responsibly.
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An example at an international level is the ACTIVAGE project,
which was launched in 2018 with European Union (EU) funding.
Funds came more specifically from the Horizon 2020 Framework
Program. This project was completed in September 2020 in the
midst of the pandemic. Spain is one of the EU countries participating in this initiative. The project’s objective was to create a largescale model to build a smart environment. This required using
a platform based on the Internet of Things (IoT) and integrating
different technologies, such as gateways, software, and wearables
(Televés, 2020).
This project sought to demonstrate that online community forums with known interfaces can interact with other systems without restrictions of access or implementation. The project primarily
focused on healthcare and early detection of age-related risks. In
the future, the gathered data will be used to build a social network
using video communication to avoid isolation and loneliness and
enhance smart living environments.
Regarding students with disabilities, a recent study sponsored
by the National Observatory for Telecommunications and the Information Society (ONTSI, 2020) identified technology as a “key” tool to
facilitate the educational integration of all students with challenges
such as disabilities. The study encourages these students to pursue
higher university education and graduate. Study findings include the
connectivity of schools and the need to train teachers and involve
families. Recommendations include the use of specific materials and
technologies such as 3D printers, digital whiteboards, and specific
software to help with specific situations and problems. Similarly, it
recommends using technology to improve networking with other
centers, other professionals, and the environment. ICTs make conducting activities possible without leaving the classroom by virtually
connecting to resources and organizations operating in the area. In
short, technology increases the integration and academic achievement of individuals who may have previously encountered greater
difficulty finding solutions and adaptive tools. A recent example
of how technology helped during the COVID-19 total lockdown in
Spain is that students continued to receive instruction and were able
to complete the 2019/20 academic year. Without the help of ICTs, this
would have been much more difficult or simply impossible.
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Projects of this magnitude give us an idea of the rapid social
change taking place. This tells the social work profession that it
must use ICTs for intervention if it wants to keep up with social
change. The incorporation of ICTs into the third sector is unfolding
at a moderate pace (Eito Mateo et al., 2018). In Spain, there are some
organizations within the sector that stand out as pioneers, such as
the Spanish Red Cross. This organization stands out given its resources such as funding, workforce, infrastructure, and its extensive partnerships with private technology companies and leading
universities in the field.

Case Study
As previously stated, this study aims at highlighting the importance of technology in the context of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic.
This pandemic confined about half the people on the planet to their
homes. This situation showcased the vital role played by technology
on people’s survival. The Zaragoza, Spain Red Cross was selected
for this study given its extensive track record in implementing social
interventions while using relevant technology (Cruz Roja, 2019).
Being forced to remain at home, being distanced from their daily
activities, and experiencing unwanted loneliness made many people
more dependent on technology. Restrictions imposed on social activities meant that many people came to see technology as bringing
them closer to others (Stucki & Mulvey, 2000; Televés, 2020).
During the lockdown, there was a clear expectation for the Red
Cross to connect to social workers via technology. As a result, social work professionals were assigned to communication and digital services to find ways to meet the demand. From this experience,
social workers learned that when implementing technology, tools
made available to users who lack digital literacy should be as user-friendly as possible. The use of smartphones clearly illustrates
this. In Spain, most people have a smartphone, with 116 subscriptions per 100 inhabitants in 2019, according to the National Commission for Markets and Competition (CNMC, 2019). The smartphone is an accessible and intuitive tool. Smartphones made it easy
for the Red Cross to meet the demand for digital communication
with its service recipients.
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Next, the Red Cross needed to decide what application would
be accessible to most users. The best-known options for interactive
communication available to all users included Skype, Zoom, and
WhatsApp. These applications make communication possible with
audio and video. These options meet the needs to communicate
with others while seeing others on a call, thereby reducing the feeling of loneliness.

Methods
The methodology used for the study was a qualitative methodological triangulation (Corbetta, 2007), which combines different
techniques (documentary review, archives, and online interviews) to
perform a descriptive cross-sectional study by compiling data that
provides an overview of the whole process to be studied. The professionals selected for the study (15 out of 65 professionals) were chosen
based on their association with the Responde (Respond) project, whose
frontline staff handled requests from users during the pandemic.
The aim of the study was to analyze what the respondents knew
about the interactive application selected for the study: WhatsApp.
This is one of the most well-known smartphone apps, and it was
accessible to a very large number of the population. Co-founded
in 2009 by Jan Koum and Brian Acton, it provides free messaging,
audio calls, and video calls. In February 2020, the WhatsApp instant messaging service announced that it had 2 billion active users
around the world (Agencia EFE, 2020). The confidentiality of the respondents was maintained at all times. Interviews were conducted
from March 23 to May 31, 2020.

Findings
The following are the findings of this study, which is part of a
broader ongoing research project. As noted, the main objective of
the case study was to analyze the opinion of social work professionals regarding the use of the well-known and versatile application,
WhatsApp. We focused on five fundamental areas, plus a sixth area
that was added for training purposes. The sixth area has to do
with preparing a user and protocol manual for service users and
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professionals. The areas were: Ascertain social work professionals’
opinions on the use of ICTs for work purposes; Explore the professionals’ knowledge of the application; Analyze its use as a work
tool; Analyze their assessment of the possible use of the app for
work purposes; Determine the potential use of the application and
the importance of training its users; and Determine the need for a
user and protocol manual.
Table 2 shows a summary of the main responses, while Table 3
sets out a SWOT analysis based on the answers obtained. However,
for reasons of space, below is a brief analysis of the main findings
from the interviews. The first question aimed at ascertaining the
opinion of social work professionals about the use and importance
of technology, especially ICTs, in their work. This is where we found
the greatest disparity in responses and assessments. All the respondents have daily contact with and use different tools. It should be
highlighted that respondents were chosen by the researchers because they work extensively with technology that has been adopted
in recent years to support their organization’s programs.
It is striking that 25% of the respondents expressed rejection,
highlighting that an occupation such as social work should only
use technology as a tool. A highly conventional vision of the profession still prevails, involving face-to-face and in-person dealings.
It is also significant that 50% of the respondents indicated that the
incorporation of ICTs into their work procedures was unfolding
very quickly. Undoubtedly, age, training, and life experience all
have a strong influence on these opinions, which we expect to analyze in greater detail when our overall research project is completed. All respondents also indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic has
increased the use of technology, which they view as fundamental
to conducting their work including follow-ups with service users.
Although hesitantly in some cases, as shown in the analysis of the
responses below, the respondents highlighted the excellent support
provided by ICTs in such difficult times as lockdowns and quarantines. In addition to enabling social workers to continue performing
their work, ICTs have also helped maintain the mental health of
professionals and users alike.
Answers were more conclusive regarding the specific use of the
app. All respondents were familiar with and regularly used the app,
although exclusively for private use, due to the fact of not having
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a business smartphone. Practically all interviewees indicated that
if they had a business smartphone, they would use the app more
unreservedly and comprehensively. Professionals highlighted the
immediacy and flexibility of the app, given that it allows users to
make calls, send and receive documents, send messages, links, etc.
Other advantages include its widespread use in the population and
the low cost of Internet data. This low cost is the result of special
deals from competing companies and the expansion of Wi-Fi networks.
On the downside, interviewees reported possible infringement
of work hours given that service users are able to send messages
or make calls at “any time,” lack of clear rules of use, and doubts
about the “legality” of communications. In fact, 25% of respondents
indicated that they were unsure about the need for the professional
use of the application, given that they are also able to conduct interviews by phone or face-to-face.
Based on these uncertainties, 100% of respondents indicated
that clear protocols for use and a user manual were needed and
essential to provide professionals and other users with adequate
instructions. They also highlighted the importance of training professionals and other users on how to use the application to its full
potential.
In this study, participants regarded technology as a very important tool for helping people facing unwanted loneliness. They
also viewed technology and ICTs as a social work field of study
that should develop further in the near future. Reportedly, these
tools facilitate continuous, even “practically face-to-face” contact,
given the application’s calling and video calling capabilities that
enhance human interaction. Other benefits provided by technology
include home automation and sensors that can monitor individuals
who live alone or experience other problems or difficulties. At the
same time, a few interviewees expressed concern that this technology could also encourage isolation as persons would see no need to
leave the house. They would be able to conduct many activities and
make contacts with the click of a button. In spite of this, we were informed that in recent years, there has been a steady increase in use
of ICTs in the organization’s various social programs. Reportedly,
this trend is expected to continue. Given that ICTs are an important
tool for social integration and for promoting autonomous living at
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Table 2. Uses of WhatsApp by the Professionals Interviewed
INTERVIEWEES
Opinion on ICTs and their application
in their work (e-social work)

The respondents expressed contrasting opinions regarding the implementation of this technology. 50% think
it is being incorporated too quickly,
while 25% says it is being incorporated gradually. The remaining 25% believes that social work should not be
linked to technology.

Knowledge about WhatsApp

100% use the app in their daily life;
however, only 50% are familiar with
all features and possibilities offered by
WhatsApp (multiple video calls, location, etc.).

Use of WhatsApp as a work tool

100% do NOT use the app since they
do not have a company smartphone
which allows it to be installed.

Need for use of WhatsApp at work
and for the specific case of this study
on “unwanted loneliness”

40% believe it would be useful to use
all the app features for work purposes. 35% acknowledge that it would
be useful, but they would not be able
to set rules for use, while 25% do not
show interest in using it since they believe a telephone call could suffice.
The use of technology is considered
important because of its potential for
monitoring and supporting people
suffering from unwanted loneliness

Training on the use of WhatsApp for
users and professionals

100% recognize that if the use of this
application is demanded by users, it
will be necessary to provide a solution. Of these, 75% believe they would
not be able to provide comprehensive,
professional or safe training via the
app. All of them stated that there is a
need to train professionals as well as
users.

Manual of best practices for WhatsApp

100% agree that it would be very useful to develop a manual of best practices for the daily use. They believe
that guidelines for its proper use are
needed.

Source: The authors.
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home, we are encouraged to monitor the digital divide and issues
of connectivity. Furthermore, we should ensure that access to these
tools is available to everyone. Access to ICTs should not be determined by business considerations. Moreover, special actions should
be taken to guarantee the protection of user and professional data.
Table 2 shows a summary of the responses from participants.
Interviews also revealed other issues related to the use of ICTs
and, more specifically, WhatsApp. These issues are shown in the
SWOT analysis found on Table 3. They include legal questions and
concerns about the potential intrusion of professionals on people’s
lives and concerns about time management. Time management is believed to be fundamental for the proper management of professional services. There would be, however, a lesser concern about work
schedules or working hours if messages or documentation could be
sent to professionals at any time using this type of technology.
Reported benefits associated with this technology include efficiency and time saving in many procedures, and the potential of
the app for disseminating information. Study participants emphasized the importance of organizations being aware of the technology’s potential uses and of the organizations being willing to invest
in technological training and resources.
Table 3. SWOT analysis
STRENGTHS
• Rapid and instant communication
• Accessibility
• Easy to disseminate and send messages
• Individual or group video calls
• Possibility to send and receive
document files
OPPORTUNITIES
• Time saving
• User-friendly app design
• Increased familiarity with technologies
• Avoids paternalism and empowers users

Source: The authors

WEAKNESSES
• Inadequate use of the app
• Distorted interpretations in the text options
• Repetitiveness in questions and answers
• Use for non-work purposes

THREATS
• Connectivity issues
• Need for prior training for use and
management
• Inadequate software
• Accessibility to ICTs (software, hardware)
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Conclusions
ICTs are already a reality in our society. For years to come, we
will continue to talk about digital natives, immigrants, millennials,
and use other terms and metaphors. In recent decades, ICTs have
transformed our lives exponentially with technology such as the
Internet and mobile telephony. Because of this, we should not lose
sight of other phenomena such as robotics, nanotechnology, and artificial intelligence, among others. We should understand that these
technological advances have changed the way in which we do social work—that is, the way we work, how we relate to service users,
and how we plan and implement programs.
We explored this phenomenon using the Zaragoza, Spain Red
Cross as a case study due to its prominence and familiarity. We
selected this organization because for many years it has been innovating and using technology to be closer to people and to promote
their social inclusion.
The findings of this study suggest that the number of people
with unmet technology needs who will need our services, will significantly increase. This will definitely represent a change in the
way we provide social work interventions. The challenges associated with the Covid-19 pandemic have simply transformed the way
we understand and practice social work. In the case of Spain, almost all overnight centers and facilities closed, and workers were
sent home. The social work profession and other organizations reacted in different ways, but with one conviction: we had to remain
available to vulnerable people and users in need. Service users and
social work professionals were able to cope and adapt to circumstances with the assistance of a special ally, technology.
In recent years, the transformation from analog to digital systems has improved services and professional performance, increased the number of available services, and transformed the home
into a service setting. Professionals in this study see technology as
supporting their work. This is shown schematically in Table 2. Our
study suggests that ICTs can support offline work. This requires,
however, that we identify user needs such as lack of access, connectivity problems, and other issues that can unfold online, such
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as fake news and new forms of exclusion and discrimination. One
of the concerns professionals conveyed during the study was our
ability to guarantee the privacy and rights of users.
On a positive note, a digital social work service delivery system
could provide customized solutions for every user to achieve social
and individual autonomy. This can be made possible only through
coordinated effort to innovate and promote this service delivery
system. Social intervention projects linked to ICTs cannot and are
not intended to provide a single solution to the problem of loneliness and isolation. They can, however, help prevent such problems
by effectively responding to detected needs.
ICTs bring many benefits to social work practice, such as greater
time efficiency at work, continuous monitoring of users, facilitating
empowerment, and decreasing the tendency to adopt a paternalistic attitude. They also facilitate user monitoring by adapting to different user profiles. They make faster and instant communication
possible and facilitate the dissemination and sending of messages
and document files within organizations.
Situations that may hinder the use of ICTs include connection
problems, lack of employer-provided training to professionals on
the proper and correct use of technology, and the feeling by users
that they are being treated in a more impersonal manner. Furthermore, many professionals have biases related to use of technology
that often stem from a conventional view of the profession emphasizing face-to-face interactions, and in some cases, an aversion to
the use of technology or gadgets. Many professionals use ICTs for
personal and non-work-related purposes but do not use these technologies at work. There is a higher probability of communication
misinterpretations by social work professionals and service users.
Finally, there is the issue of redundancy. Questions and queries
may be repeated by different users within a group.
Technology can be integrated into the social workers’ daily routine. It can be a supplementary tool when facilitating communication between users and professionals and the empowerment of others. Technology can change the way we respond to user demands,
while at the same time, changing the nature of social work practice.
We propose that it is not necessary to be for or against the use of
technology in professional social work interventions. ICT already is
part of our lives. Although it may be unreasonable to believe ICT
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can offer a solution to anything, perhaps it is even more unreasonable to believe that it does not affect us at all, or that it does not
impact our daily work. As a helping profession, social work must
concern itself with anything that may impact our welfare. That includes our health, and our social inclusion. Social work must try to
prevent or minimize the digital divide. This includes working to
increase access and connectivity. We should also work to ensure
algorithms and designs do not discriminate, and to promote the
responsible and inclusive use of technology.

References
Abellán, A., Ayala, A., Pérez, J., & Pujol, R. (2018). Un perfil de las personas
mayores en España [A profile of the elderly in Spain].Informes: Envejecimiento en red.
http://envejecimiento.csic.es/documentos/documentos/enred-indicadoresbasicos18.pdf
Agencia EFE. (2020, February 12). WhatsApp dice tener 2.000 millones de
usuarios en el mundo [WhatsApp claims to have 2,000 millon users
in the world]. El Comercio. https://www.elcomercio.com/tendencias/
whatsapp-usuarios-activos-mundo-encriptacion.html
Agencia Estatal Boletín Oficial del Estado. (2006, December 14). Ley 39/2006,
de 14 de diciembre, de promoción de la Autonomía Personal y atención a las
personas en situación de dependencia [Law 39/2006, of December 14, on
the promotion of the personal autonomy and attention to people in
dependent situations]. https://www.boe.es/eli/es/l/2006/12/14/39/con
Agencia Estatal Boletín Oficial del Estado. (2019, December 6). Ley Orgánica 3/2018, de 5 de diciembre de protección de datos personales y garantía de
los derechos digitales Organic law 3/2018, of December 5, on the protection of personal data and guarantee of digital rights]. https://www.
boe.es/buscar/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2018-16673
Agudo, S., Pascual, Mª. A., & Fombona, J. (2012). Usos de las herramientas
digitales entre las personas mayores [Use of digital tools among older
people].. Comunicar, 39, 193–201. https://doi.org/10.3916/C39-2012-03-10
Aldana González, G., Garcia Gómez, L., & Jacobo Mata, A. (2012). Las
tecnologías de la información y comunicación (TIC) como alternativa para la estimulación de los procesos cognitivos en la vejez [Information and communication technologies (ICT) as an alternative
for stimulating cognitive processes in old age]. CPU-e, Revista de Investigación Educativa, 14, 153–166. http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.
oa?id=283121840008

48

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Arriba González de Durana A., & Moreno Fuentes, F. J.. (2009). El tratamiento de la dependencia en los regímenes de bienestar europeos contemporáneos [Addressing dependency in contemporary European welfare
systems]. IMSERSO.
Bettio, F., & Plantenga, J. (2004). Comparing care regimes in Europe. Feminist
Economics, 10(1), 85–113. https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570042000198245
Bódalo Lozano, E. (2003). Aproximación sociológica a las necesidades y
al consumo de los mayores [Sociological approximation of the needs
and consumption of the elderly persons]. Reis, 103(3), 83–111. http://
dx.doi.org/10.2307/40184554
Bowlby J. (1979). The making and breaking of affectional bonds. Tavistock.
Cabrera, P. (Director), Rubio, Mª. J., Fernández, Y., Alexandres, S., Rua, A.,
Fernández, E., López, J. A., & Malgesini, G. (2005). Nuevas tecnologías
y exclusión social: Un estudio sobre las posibilidades de las TIC en la lucha
por la inclusión social en España [New technologies and social exclusion:
A study on the possibilities of ICT in the fight for social inclusion in
Spain]. Fundación Telefónica.
Castillo de Mesa, J., Gómez-Jacinto, L., López Pelaéz, A., & Erro-Garcés, A.
(2020). Social networking sites and youth transition: The use of Facebook and personal well-being of social work young graduates. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 230. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00230
Castro, M. P. (2015). El sentimiento de soledad en las personas mayores y su
relación con la atribución causal y el afrontamiento [The feeling of loneliness in older people and its relationship with causal attribution and
coping]. [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Universidad de Deusto.
Co-operatives UK, & British Red Cross. (2016). Trapped in a bubble: An investigation into triggers for loneliness in the UK. https://assets.ctfassets.net/5ywmq66472jr/5tKumBSlO0suKwiWO6KmaM/230366b0171541781a0cd98fa80fdc6e/Coop_Trapped_in_a_bubble_report.pdf
Corbetta, P. (2007). Metodología y técnicas de investigación social [Methodology and techniques of social research]. McGraw-Hill.
Cruz Roja (2019). Nuestros compromisos [Our commitments]. http://www.cruzroja.es/principal/web/nuestros-compromisos/nuestros-compromisos
de Jong-Gierveld, J., & Kamphuls, F. (1985). The development of a Raschtype loneliness scale. Applied Psychological Measurement, 9, 289–299.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F014662168500900307
Díez Nicolás, J., & Morenos Páez, M. (2015). La soledad en España [The solitude of Spain]. Fundación AXA & Fundación ONCE. https://www.
fundacionseres.org/Lists/Informes/Attachments/995/151127%20
La%20Soledad%20en%20Espa%C3%B1a.pdf

WhatsApp as an Intervention Tool

49

Donio, M., Pinazo., F., & Sanchez, F. (2013). Cómo reducir la soledad y el
aislamiento social de las personas mayores: Una revisión bibliográfica [How
to reduce loneliness and social isolation of older people: A literature review] [Conference session]. II Congreso Latinoamericano de
Gerontologia Comunitaria, Buenos Aires, Argentina. http://dx.doi.
org/10.13140/2.1.3081.7602
Eisenberger, N., Moieni, M., Inagaki, T. K., Muscatell, K. A., & Irwin, M. R.
(2017). In sickness and in health: The co-regulation of inflammation
and social behavior. Neuropsychopharmacology, 42(1), 242–253. https://
doi.org/10.1038/npp.2016.141
Eito Mateo, A., Gómez Poyato, M. J., & Marcuello Servós, Ch. (2018). E-social work in practice: A case study. European Journal of Social Work,
21(6), 930–941. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1423552
Esping-Andersen, G. (1990). The three worlds of welfare capitalism. Polity.
Eurostat. (2016). Glossary: Digital divide. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Digital_divide
Fernandes Alves, R., Carmo Eulalio, M. d., & Jiménez Brobeil, S. A. (2009).
La promoción de la salud y la prevención de enfermedades como actividades propias de la labor de los psicólogos [Health promotion and
disease prevention as activities specific to the work of psychologists].
Arquivos Brasileiros de Psicologia, 61(2), 1–12. http://www.redalyc.org/
articulo.oa?id=229019248009
Fierro, A. (2006). Bienestar personal, adaptación social y factores de personalidad: Estudios con las Escalas Eudemon [Personal wellbeing,
social adaptaion, and personality factors: Studies with the Eudemon
Scales]. Clinica y Salud, 17(3), 297–318. https://scielo.isciii.es/pdf/clinsa/
v17n3/v17n3a06.pdf
Gené-Badia, J., Ruiz-Sánchez, M., Obiols-Maso, N., Oliveras Puig, L., &
Lagarda Jimenéz, E. (2016). Aislamiento social y soledad: ¿Qué podemos hacer los equipos de atención primaria? [Social isolation and
loneliness: What can we do as primary care teams?] Atención Primaria,
48(9), 604–609. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aprim.2016.03.008
Gerst-Emerson, K., & Jayawardhana, J. (2015). Loneliness as a public health
issue: The impact of loneliness on health care utilization among older
adults. American Journal of Public Health, 105(5), 1013–1019. https://doi.
org/10.2105/AJPH.2014.302427
Goikoetxea Iturregui, M. J. (2020). La soledad y el valor del cuidado [Loneliness and the value of care]. Soledad no Buscada. Modelos de Políticas
Públicas y compromiso con la Ciudadanía, ,24, 31–55. https://www.ararteko.eus/RecursosWeb/DOCUMENTOS/1/0_5018_3.pdf

50

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Huete García, A. (2015). Institucionalización de las personas con discapacidad en
España [Institutionalization of people with disabilities in Spain]. Observatorio Estatal de la Discapacidad. https://www.observatoriodeladiscapacidad.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/ESTUDIO-OED-SOBRE-INSTITUCIONALIZACION.pdf
IMSERSO. (2016). Las personas mayores en España: Datos estadísticos estatales y
por comunidades autónomas [The elderly in Spain: State statistics by autonomous communities]. http://www.imserso.es/InterPresent1/groups/
imserso/documents/binario/112017001_informe-2016-persona.pdf
Instituto Carlos III. (2020). Evolución datos Covid-19 en España [Evolution of
COVID-19 data in Spain]. https://cnecovid.isciii.es/covid19
Instituto Nacional de Estadística, INE [Spanish Office for Statistics]. (2017).
Movimiento natural de la población (Nacimientos, defunciones y matrimonios) [Natural population movement (Births, deaths, and marriages)]. http://www.ine.es/dyngs/INEbase/es/operacion.htm?c=Estadistica_C&cid=1254736177003&menu=ultiDatos&idp=1254735573002.
Kuric Kardelis, S., Calderón -ómez, D., & Sanmartíínrtí, A. (2021). Educación ybrecha digital en tiempos del COVID-19. Perfiles y problemáticaexperimentadas por el alumnado juvenil para continuarsus estudios durante el confinamiento [Education and digital divide in times
of COVID-19. Profiles and problems experienced by young students
to continue their studies during lockdown]. Revista de Sociología de la
Educación-RASE, 14, 6384. http://dx.doi.org/10.7203/RASE.14.1.18265
López Peláez, A., Erro-Garcés, A., & Gómez-Ciriano, E. J. (2020). Young
people, social workers and social work education: The role of digital
skills. Social Work Education, 39(6), 825–842. https://doi.org/10.1080/026
15479.2020.1795110
López Peláez, A., & Marcuello-Servós, C. (2018). E-social work and digital
society: Re-conceptualizing approaches, practices and technologies.
European Journal of Social Work, 21(6), 801–803. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
3691457.2018.1520475
López Peláez, A., Marcuello-Servós, Ch., Castillo de Mesa, J., & Almaguer Kalixto, P. (2020). The more you know, the less you fear: Reflexive
social work practices in times of COVID-19. International Social Work,
63(6), 746–752. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872820959365
López Peláez, A., Pérez García, R., & Aguilar-Tablada Massó, Mª. V. (2018).
E-social work: Building a new field of specialization in social work?
European Journal of Social Work, 21(6), 804–823. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
3691457.2017.1399256
Merilampi, S., & Sirkka, A. (Eds.). (2017). Introduction to smart ehealth and
ecare technologies. CRC Press.

WhatsApp as an Intervention Tool

51

Moreno, L. (2001) La “vía media” española del modelo de bienestar mediterráneo [The Spanish “middle way” of the Mediterranean welfare model]. Papers: Revista de Sociologia, 63/64, 67–82. https://doi.
org/10.5565/rev/papers/v63n0.1207
National Commission of Markets and Competition (CNMC). (2019). (Comision Nacional de los Mercados y la Competencia.) https://www.cnmc.es/
Nicola, M., Alsafi, Z., Sohrabi, C., Kerwan, A., Al-Jabir, A., Iosifidis, C.,
Agha, M., & Agha, R. (2020). The socio-economic implications of the
coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19): A review. International Journal of
Surgery, 78, 185-193. https://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.ijsu.2020.04.018
Observatorio Nacional de las Telecomunicaciones y la Sociedad de la
Información. (2020). Buenas prácticas inclusivas en la formación y capacitación de jóvenes con discapacidad [Inclusive practices in the education
and training of young people with disabilities]. https://www.ontsi.
red.es/sites/ontsi/files/2020-03/BuenasPracticasInclusivasJovenesDiscapacidad.pdf
Pinazo-Hernandis, S., & Donio—Bellegarde Nunes, M. (2018). La soledad de
las personas mayores: Conceptualización, valoración e intervención [Loneliness in the elderly: Conceptualization, assessment, and intervention].
Estudios de la Fundación.  https://www.fundacionpilares.org/docs/publicaciones/fpilares-estudio05-SoledadPersonasMayores-Web.pdf
Pinazo-Hernandis, S. (2020). Impacto psicosocial de la COVID-19 en
las personas mayores: Problemas y retos [Psychosocial impact of
COVID-19 on older people: Problems and challenges]. Revista Española de Geriatría y Gerontología, 55(5), 249–252. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
regg.2020.05.006
Pino Juste, M. R., Soto Carballo, J. G., & Rodriguez López, B. (2015). Las
personas mayores y las TIC. Un compromiso para reducir la brecha
digital [Older people and ICT. A commitment to bridge the digital
divide]. Pedagogía Social. Revista Interuniversitaria, 26, 337–359. https://
www.redalyc.org/pdf/1350/135043653003.pdf
Rodríguez, M. (2009). La soledad en el anciano [Loneliness in the old
man]. Rincón científico, 20(4), 159–166. http://scielo.isciii.es/pdf/geroko/
v20n4/comunicacion2.pdf
Santos del Campo, I. M. (1991). Envejecimiento demográfico: Diferencias por género [Demographic aging: Gender differences]. Reis: Revista Español de Investigaciones Sociológicas, 73, 177–190. https://doi.
org/10.2307/40183846
Santos-Olmo Sánchez, A. B. (2016) Personas mayores en situación de aislamiento social: Diseño y efectividad de un servicio de apoyo psicológico [Elderly
people in situations of social isolation: Design and effectiveness of a
psychological support service]. [Unpublished doctoral thesis]. Universidad Complutense de Madrid. https://eprints.ucm.es/id/eprint/37539/

52

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Schapira, M. (2020). Impacto psicosocial de la pandemia por COVID-19 en
adultos mayores con demencia y sus cuidadores [Psychosocial impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on older adults with dementia and their
caregivers]. Revista Argentina de salud pública, 12, 1–5. https://ojsrasp.
msal.gov.ar/index.php/rasp/article/view/524
Stucki, B. R., & Mulvey, J. (2000). Can aging baby boomers avoid the nursing
home?: Long-term care insurance for aging in place. American Council of
Life Insurers.
Televés. (2020). Activage project. [Press Release]. https://www.televes.com/
es/prensa/tras-tres-anos-de-experiencia-piloto-activage-demuestra-como-la-tecnologia-puede-mejorar-la-calidad-de-vida-de-las-personas-mayores
World Health Organization. (2015). Informe mundial sobre el envejecimiento y la salud [World report on aging and health]. http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/
handle/10665/186471/WHO_FWC_ALC_15.01_spa.pdf?sequence=1
World Health Organization. (2018). Mental health of older adults. https://www.
who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-of-older-adults
Yanguas, J., Cilvetti, A., & Segura, C. (2020). ¿A quiénes afecta la soledad y el
aislamiento social? [Who is affected by loneliness and social isolation?].
Fundación “la Caixa." https://observatoriosociallacaixa.org/-/soledad-personas-mayores
Zona Movilidad. (2020, June 13). La tecnología, una aliada para afrontar la
soledad en tiempos de coronavirus [Technology, an ally to face loneliness
in times of coronavirus] [Press Release]. https://www.zonamovilidad.
es/tecnologia-aliada-afrontar-soledad-tiempos-coronavirus

Home Visit Training in Social Work
with Virtual Reality
Mª Ángeles Minguela Recover
Pedro Hernández Lafuente

Social Work Area
Department of Labour and Social Security Law
University of Cadiz

José Miguel Mota Macias

Computer Engineering Department,
University of Cadiz
The incorporation of virtual reality and mobile learning methodology in
university teaching facilitates the teaching-learning process of concepts and
complex visualization processes for students, as is the case in social work.
The goal of this article is to present the iSWAPP© application aimed at
social work students training in complex skills such as observation, active
listening, and interviewing through home visits. Among the results, we find
how the student recreates the process of assessing situations of dependence.
The main finding is how virtual reality becomes an additional learning
tool by allowing students to assume the social worker’s role and design the
intervention process.
Keywords: social work students, virtual reality, home visit, interview,
observation

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • September, 2021 • Volume XLVIII • Number 3

53

54

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Introduction
The global pandemic caused by COVID-19 has accelerated the
process of our transformation into digital societies. It is a phenomenon comparable to or greater than that of electricity, running water,
and cable telephony at the time. It has meant an acceleration and
transformation of digitalization, which will continue in the coming
months and years. In this sense, social work, as a discipline and as a
profession, is also immersed in this transformation. In fact, during
the confinement, López Peláez et al. (2020) systematized a strategy of dissemination of free and accessible expert knowledge from
social work and for social work, via social media. It allowed for
shared good practices of easy exchange in social media, which generated very positive synergies between professionals and students
of social work and citizens, all looking for rigorous information.
The authors concluded that social workers could contribute to the
dissemination of knowledge anywhere in the world (López Peláez
et al., 2020, p. 751). The pandemic allows sharing and building common lines of intervention for social work.
There is no doubt that social intervention is changing and developing new strategies based on digital methods, leading to a new
area of specialization (del Fresno García, 2015). In this context of
transformation, initiated before the pandemic, López Peláez (2015)
defined digital social work as:
The use of new information and communication technologies
in the field of Social Work and Social Services. They include online research, patient treatment (individual treatment, group and
community dynamics), social workers training and practice and
monitoring of social services programs (p. 44).

In Spain, social workers see their tasks and procedures increased
using the Internet. The Spanish public administration has procedures that are only done via Internet. Digital social work will be an
essential part of our work with users and public administrations
(López Peláez & Marcuello-Servós, 2018a).
The progressive incorporation of technology is transforming
the nature of social work and greatly expanding social workers’
capacity to help people in need. In 2017, the leading associations

Home Visit Training with Virtual Reality

55

of social work in the United States and Canada (such as the National Association of Social Workers [NASW], Association of Social
Work Boards [ASWB], Council on Social Work Education [CSWE],
and Clinical Social Work Association [CSWA]), through the Task
Force for Technology Standards in Social Work, worked to adapt to
the reality of contemporary social work and developed a document
that brings together quality standards and ethical considerations
on the responsible use of technology in social work practice. The
document is divided into the following four sections: (1) providing
information to the public; (2) designing and delivering services; (3)
collecting, managing, storing, and accessing information about clients; and (4) educating and supervising social workers (NASW et
al., 2017). The situation brought about by COVID-19 has enabled an
unprecedented technological immersion among social work professionals in Spain and all over the world. They have provided advice
and support online through telephone, video conferencing, electronic social networks, email, text messaging, and other services.
The history of social work has been marked by its transformative capacity, application of inventiveness, and creativity in the provision of resources (Castillo De Mesa et al., 2019). In a context of
digitalization, virtual reality applied to social work responds to the
transformed essence of the discipline and the profession.
There are different definitions of virtual reality (VR) technology, some of which include the devices necessary for its display
or interaction. However, perhaps one of the definitions that may
help us most to explain its purpose in this project indicates that it
is a real or simulated environment that the user perceives as telepresence (Steuer, 1992, p. 82). In this way, the user can experience a
simulated situation without danger or unnecessary movements.
Virtual reality is not new; Myron Krueger (1977) defined artificial reality in the 1970s; later, Jaron Lanier (1992) ”abstract”: Defines
virtual reality and describes the equipment or clothing necessary
to achieve the illusion of being in a virtual world. Recent developments with this technology and current virtual reality applications
are discussed, including experiential prototyping, telepresence, and
educational applications. (The concept defined by Heim (1994) called
virtual realism was also used at the time, as VR research was aimed
at a more realistic imitation of real-world phenomena. The simulated environment can be represented using 3D computer-generated
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video or 360-degree video. The use of 360-degree videos reduces
the cost of developing the activity and increases the realism. In this
study, we do not consider other types of simulations that can be
achieved by a computer (e.g., programs such as Sim City) for learning, as these do not achieve the immersion level of VR.
The potential of VR lies in the user’s interaction with the virtual
world. The most basic of these interactions is to keep one’s eyes on
a specific point for a particular time, which is recognized as a click.
Different controls are connected wirelessly to the viewer to interact
with the elements of the virtual world. Hand recognition, for which
depth cameras are often used that allow both hand and gesture
recognition, is another option. Also, using gloves eliminates the
limitation of having to look at the hands to be recognized, however,
it is still in development and is offered at exorbitant prices. Finally,
voice interaction has made significant progress thanks to new natural language compression systems, so it is no longer necessary to
give specific instruction, as the recognition system can interpret the
voice command in different versions.
This article aims to present the design and the first advances of
1.0 version of the virtual reality application, iSWAPP©, piloted with
social work students to train complex skills such as observation,
active listening, and interviewing during a home visit. It is part of
the project of teaching innovation (sol-201900138436-tra) entitled
“Virtual Reality Applied to Teaching in Social Work: The Home
Visit”. It was financed in the call for Projects for Teaching Innovation and Improvement (INNOVA) for the academic year 2019–2020,
of the Teaching Innovation Unit of the Vice-Rectorate of Teaching
Resources and Communication at the University of Cadiz.
The article is structured as follows. First, the-state-of-the-art
structure of the project includes the application of VR in social work
teaching. Second, we discuss the evolution of the home interview in
social work. Third, the home visit is explored using the framework
of Law 36/2006 on the Promotion of Personal Autonomy and Care for
Dependent Persons. Fourth, we present a description of the methodological aspects for the development of the iSWAPP© application.
And finally, we present the main findings on the usefulness of VR in
the explanation and training of complex or abstract concepts.
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The Potentialities of Virtual Reality
Applied to Teaching in Social Work
The continuous improvement of the teaching-learning process
involves digital competence development among students, and in
our case, with social work students, justifying the incorporation
of VR. Its progress is unstoppable. It has conquered the world of
leisure and training, and is on the way to doing the same in the
education field, partly due to mobile devices’ potential uses. The
widespread, and almost universal, use of these devices (e.g., smartphones) facilitates the mobile learning (ML) methodology. Aznar
Díaz et al. (2018) define VR linked to ML as the technology that,
through mobile digital devices integrated into a VR viewer, allows
us to teleport to other spaces, both real and virtual.
Otero Franco and Flores González (2011) highlight three characteristics of VR tools: the ability of VR to facilitate constructivist learning, the potential to provide alternative ways of learning
(by stimulating different perceptual, visual, auditory, tactile input
channels, etc.), and the possibility of collaboration between students and educators beyond physical or geographical constraints.
This technology has been used in different educational areas, such
as language learning (Berns & Reyes Sánchez, 2021), the creation of
serious games (Feng et al., 2020), construction engineering (Wang
et al., 2018), neuro-rehabilitation activities (Gerber et al., 2018), and
pediatric medicine (Chang & Weiner, 2016).
ML methodology, together with VR, represents a qualitative
leap in the teaching-learning process in social work as a knowledge area in which it is difficult to visualize the processes studied.
The design of the RV 360-degree simulation, referencing the theory of learning, seeks the resolution of cases in everyday situations
(Brown et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991), in our case, social work
practices. This type of immersion allows the student to have a coherent and meaningful experience (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Learning
outcomes in VR environments are influenced by the context and
interrelationship of factors such as student immersion, emotion,
motivation, and cognition (Dengel & Mägdefrau, 2018).
The use of virtual simulations is steadily increasing within social work education and holds promise for advancing pedagogy in
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ways that bring students closer to direct practices (Lanzieri et al.,
2021). Several authors have published research on VR and computer-aided simulations applied to social work training (Perron et al.,
2010; Reinsmith-Jones et al., 2015; Seabury, 1995; Tandy et al., 2017;
Vernon et al., 2009; Vernon et al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2013).
In social work, some of the activities used are VRoom (see Figure 1a). This is an application that simulates a house, created with
3D models, where the social worker must assess the conditions in
which people live (VRoom, 2021). We observed other experiences, such as Accenture Virtual Experience Solution (see Figure 1b),
where a 360-degree video is presented. Users interact by dictating
one of the phrases appearing on the screen (Accenture, 2020). The
Cornerstone VR program (2019) uses VR to recreate situations from
the perspective of children in foster care and adoption services to
facilitate detection, analysis, and intervention by social workers
(see Figure 1c). The New York University Silver School of Social
Work uses VR to conduct a diagnostic study of the Lower East Side
of New York City. In Figure 1d, we can see a screenshot from the
explanatory video (New York University, 2018).
Figure 1. VR Applications in the Field of Social Work
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All the above experiences incorporate VR as an innovative tool
to improve the teaching-learning process for students and social
work professionals. They will achieve better results in their daily
practice following VR simulations.
Huttar and BrintzenhofeSzoc (2020) affirm that virtual reality is a pedagogical advance bringing students closer to direct
practice “to stimulate new ways to think about social issues and
to provide a safe practice arena for skill development” (p. 120).
López Peláez and Marcuello-Servós (2018b) state that digital adaptation is one of the challenges social work has to face as scientific
discipline and as a helping profession. They are convinced that the
implications of a new technological environment have an impact
on university teaching and, at the same time, on the application of
diagnosis techniques and social intervention (López Pelaez & Marcuerllo-Servós, 2018b).

Evolution of the Home Visit and Interview Related
to Social Work as a Discipline and Profession
Since social work adopted the clinical method with Mary Richmond (1917), extraordinary relevance was given to social diagnosis.
This happened not only in the first professionalized stages of social
action, but also as a phase of the disciplinary process reinforcing
a praxis based on social evidence. This method relies on in-home
visits and case studies within the residential space. However, many
centuries before, there were already people with listening skills
and abilities to analyze and resolve complex interpersonal relationship conflicts. Their roles were somewhat hidden but were socially
recognized for their attachment to religion, medicine, philosophy,
elders’ wisdom, good men, and counselors (Fernández García &
Alemán Bracho, 2014).
The autocracy assumed by the welfare system’s promoters and
charity organizations was conditioned by the moralistic and religious character of the 18th and 19th centuries. Heavy industry and
new mining areas were located in the suburbs, where the new marginal social class had settled. These areas soon suffered urban transformation as a result of the demographic pressure towards the cities (Vázquez Aguado, 1998). In France, Frederic Ozanam, following
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Vicente Paul’s criteria, supported the home visit as a means of
knowing family needs while emphasizing assistance based on a
friendly and trusting relationship with the agents of social action
(Ander-Egg, 1994).
In the United Kingdom, Thomas Chalmers stressed the importance of studies and diagnoses of the living situations of individuals and families at the end of the 19th century. He focused mainly
on the causes of poverty and the potential of resources that could
be mobilized to help the individual (Moix Martinez, 1991, p. 46).
Chalmers was a proponent of the social action of proximity, in
which local volunteers were aware of the need of families and interventions focused on individualization and the empowerment of
the person.
However, the first epistemological advance for the discipline
came with Mary Richmond. Her scientific philanthropy approach
adopted the systematization of data. The information resulting
from structured and unstructured interviews, as part of her case
studies, made possible a diagnosis of needs (Fernández García,
2012b). Home interviews and related observations made it possible
to learn about the family’s or person’s deficiencies, attitudes, and
potentialities. Richmond’s contributions to social work also included a social intervention approach that dealt with the psychosomatic aspects of subjects, gave importance to skills derived from the
client-professional affective bond, and emphasized the therapeutic
use of words (Moix Martinez, 1991).
The evolution of the home visit during the second half of the
20th century took place within two epistemological dimensions.
According to Aguilar Idáñez (2013), the first concerned itself with
the systemic analysis of personal situations and their environment.
This dimension considered family composition and structure, socioeconomic status, living or behavioral relationships, family and
social environment, and bio-psycho-social aspects in the assessment
of personal and family autonomy. This assessment sought to detect
possible emergencies, prevent worsening of living conditions, and
prevent institutionalization (Alemán Bracho et al., 2012). Diagnostic
findings were used to recommend home care, re-establishment of
coexistence, social promotion, or psychological help, among others.
The second dimension was more complex and analyzed different variables as part of a multidimensional social diagnosis. These

Home Visit Training with Virtual Reality

61

methodological challenges must be understood within the context
of the subtle latent and other explicit connections that can stem
from family relationships and other internal and external interpersonal transactions (Minuchin, 2013) that should not be ignored
during the family interview.
In its last phase of epistemological development, the interpersonal transactions addressed during the family interview were
progressively introduced at the end of the 20th century. Such interpersonal transactions revealed influences from holistic and systemic approaches. One of the proponents of this transactional approach
was Maurizio Coletti, a supporter of professional supervision of
social diagnoses stemming from systemic family interviews. According to Coletti, information from family members and the social
worker (as one of the family’s links to the social system) is vital in
order to arrive at a valid diagnosis of families with single or multiple problems (Coletti & Linares, 1997).
Therefore, innovation in family interview approaches incorporate the systematization of variables as well as interactive and psychodynamic components. We can increasingly see these elements
during home visit interviews (Celdrán Martínez, 2009; Muñoz
Martín, 1996). The resulting diagnostic categories can go beyond
non-relational factors to reinforce structures for multidimensional
analysis in diverse periods and situations. Nevertheless, we may
consider the measurement and analysis of the intersectionality of
complex concepts depending on the home intervention objectives.
Such concepts include physical and psychological autonomy, social skills, economic resources, housing conditions and regime,
relationship and organization of the cohabitation unit, usual work
activities, social occupation and participation, social acceptance, social networks, and educational attainment (Muñoz Martín, 1996).
Nothing is predetermined while conducting home visits. There
is variability of responses and unpredictable results depending on
each family or personal situation. Responses depend on family
members’ perceptions and reactions. Such context of uncertainty
in a non-neutral space may cause the social worker to experience
insecurity and anxiety. As González Calvo (2003) points out, the
social worker is not interactively connected to this context, and that
may trigger feelings of insecurity. This could be the case even if the
intervention is based on previous experiences or a pre-determined
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intervention. Therefore, future social work education must include
new content, such as training skills and self-awareness of one’s capacity to adapt or cope with challenging situations that may arise
during home visits.

The Home Interview within the Context
of the Law on Dependency
Law 39/2006 for the Promotion of Personal Autonomy and Care
for Dependent Persons (LAPAD) was enacted in Spain in December 2006, within the context of the care crisis. This highly important
Spanish law is considered the fourth pillar of the Spanish welfare
state, along with public education, the public health system, and pensions. The LAPAD is part of a new system to promote the Autonomy
and Care of Dependent Persons that recognizes social services for
dependent persons as a new universal citizen’s right. Such services
include home care, residential care, day and occupational centers, remote care, and personal assistance (Minguela & Muyor, 2019).
The purpose of this law is to guarantee care and attention to
dependent persons (older adults and people with disabilities). The
law also covers the needs of family members and women in particular (Rodríguez Cabrero, 2007). Article 2.2 of the LAPAD defines
dependency as:
A permanent condition affecting persons because of age, illness
or disability, that may be associated to the lack or loss of physical,
mental, intellectual or sensory autonomy. The condition requires
the care of other persons or special assistance to carry out basic
activities of daily living. Persons with an intellectual disability
or mental illness may require other supports for their autonomy
(BOE, 2006, p. 44144).

LAPAD includes identifying and assessing the condition of dependency, as defined by Royal Decree 174/2011, of February 11, 2011.
A dependency scale is administered to family members at their
homes, in response to a request that contains health reports and
other required information. During the interview, questions are
asked regarding the person’s overall functioning in basic activities
of daily living as identified in RD174/2011: (a) eating and drinking;
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(b) personal hygiene related to urination and defecation; (c) washing; (d) other personal care; (e) dressing; (f) health maintenance;
(g) changing and maintaining the position of the body; (h) moving
around inside the home; (i) moving around outside the home; and
(j) carrying out domestic tasks (BOE, 2011).
The aim of the home visit, within the context of the LAPAD, is to
analyze the home situation of the potential dependent person using
a systemic ecological approach. An effort is made to identify service
needs stemming from dependency as well as needs related to other
cultural and social factors. Attention is given to individual preferences and overprotection. The home visit interview focuses not only on
difficulties with activities of daily life, but also on the level of support
received at home and from their social environment.

Methods
The iSWAPP© application recreates the home visit to document
the condition of dependency to help guarantee the right to benefits
from the System for Autonomy and Care for Dependency contained
in RD 174/2011, of February 11, 2011. This system authorized the use
of the scale for assessing dependency established by Law 39/2006 of
December 14 on LAPAD.
The home visit recreated by the iSWAPP© is based on reference
models for social work intervention. The case management model that
focuses on the planning and delivery of services must be sensitive
to the uniqueness of users and their varying needs and capacities.
The model must also implement interventions that are based on
a worker-user relationship characterized by genuineness, efficiency, effectiveness, and cost effectiveness (Fernández García, 2008a).
The ecological-systems model, in turn, focuses on people’s capacity to adapt, improve and promote their environment (de Robertis,
2003), while working with different people, organizations, families,
groups, or communities experiencing the same social problem.
iSWAPP© tries to recreate the process of assessing dependency in
a complementary way. It allows students to use two diagnostic techniques through voice interaction: first, the interview in which they
use a framework to gather information and practice active listening,
and second, the home visit during which they make observations to
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obtain information. This way, students are able to take on the social
worker role and design interventions.
Figure 2 shows the different steps that make up this process. At
point (a), students are immersed in a real home care case. This gives
them a first-person view of the targeted environment, such as the
home entrance, living room, kitchen, etc. At point (b), video visualization enables them to listen to the narratives of the characters in
the recording. Here, students must respond to what they see and
hear. Point (c) gives them response options. At point (d), they will
see other scenes, depending on how they responded to the previous questions. Finally, at point (e), they may need to implement the
intervention again.
Figure 2. Steps in the development of the activity

The development of the application demanded a series of requirements such as:
1. It needed to be deployable on the largest number of smartphones. There are now many smartphones with specialized
processors that come ready to work with VR. These, however, are rare among student devices. The absence of these
processors in student devices may limit or prevent the needed visualization.
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2. Ability to use 360-degree videos: This type of video brings
greater realism to the framework to be presented than virtual worlds generated by 3D models. In this project, we used
a GoPro MAX camera with 4K quality.
3. Capacity to process voice interaction and head movements:
The user app does not require any devices in addition to the
VR glasses. All it needs is for data to be entered at the beginning of the activity. While using this application, interactions take place in response to voice commands or to the
user’s pointing with head movements at options displayed
on the screen.
4. Ability to capture data: The application be able to provide
teachers with information about the activity to enable them
to evaluate it or improve it.
A first-person interactive environment was created with the
Unity tool, a multiplatform video game engine. Speech recognition
was possible with the use of Google Cloud Speech-to-text. For the
current version, Android mobile devices were chosen given that
they are the most popular among students and that they require
lower development costs.
Live the iSWAPP© Experience
iSWAAP© consists of a progressive activity broken into four
stages in which the user (the dependent person) has two opportunities to overcome each stage. In each stage, the student has an
objective to achieve. The goal is to overcome the four programmed
stages associated with the basic structure of the home visit and the
diagnostic interview. The following are the stages of VR experience:
The first stage consists of identifying oneself in the application and
reading the case to be evaluated. Student identification is necessary
in order to subsequently obtain a personalized report on their progress in practice. The second stage is the initial contact stage with the
dependent person. At this point, the student makes a brief presentation and explains the objective of the home visit (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Presentation of the user (the dependent person) and objective of the home visit.

In the third stage (see Figure 4), the interview is conducted and
the scale for assessing dependency is applied. Students have to select two basic activities of daily living from the list of ten specified
in RD 174/2011. Students ask the questions and interact with the
user. Questions determine if the task has been completed and determine the frequency and intensity of the support received from
other persons to carry out particular tasks.
Figure 4. Interview development. Questionnaires related to life activities and monitoring task development.
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To successfully complete the third stage, the student must first
choose an activity of daily life and ask at least two questions with
the corresponding follow up questions. Second (see Figure 5), based
on the gathered information, the student must: (a) select the level of
performance; (b) select the type of personal support; and (c) select
the frequency of personal support. Third, a new activity is chosen,
and the previous steps are repeated.
If the student has not clearly formulated and asked a question,
the user may answer: “I do not understand you. Could you repeat
the question?” If, after this attempt, the error persists, the user may
say, “I still do not understand you, and we cannot continue.” At this
point, the activity ends.
Figure 5. Assessment of essential activity of daily life by level of
performance, type, and frequency of support needed.

The fourth stage requires the student to maintain a professional attitude throughout the interview. Otherwise, the home visit exercise
and the interview will terminate without success.
Finally, student responses are uploaded to a Google spreadsheet
to enable teachers to grade the activity and the case study report.
The VR experience, made possible by iSWAPP©, enables students
to develop complex skills such as observation and active listening,
practice diagnostic techniques during home visit interviews, and
learn to write social reports.
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Conclusions
Home visits and family interviews have become quite technical with the advance of scientific philanthropy. The observation of
family contexts and the diagnostic interview take place at the same
time while complementing each other. They require that we design
a study organized in advance, according to known antecedents that
are flexible and open enough to understand the individual personal
situations.
ML methodologies using a VR viewer enable us to teleport to
other spaces, both real and virtual. The ML methodology and VR
represent a qualitative leap in social work’s teaching-learning process, which is an area of study in which it is not easy to observe
the processes being studied. Similar to the work of Lanzieri et al.
(2021), our project aims to support students in familiarizing themselves with social contexts by making use of 360-degree VR technology, incorporating interaction with the context by using voice
commands.
The iSWAPP© application allows students to observe, study, and
analyze the family context. It makes it possible to overcome the practice challenge of being able to immerse ourselves in a home environment of interrelated and overlapping factors such as: family structure, habits, health conditions, habitability, and subjective elements
such as values, myths, rules, communicational characteristics, and
power relations. The systems perspective used in the analysis of
individual and family situations during home visits requires a multidimensional vision open to the detection of bio-psycho-social factors that affect personal and family autonomy.
VR becomes an additional learning tool that enables and helps
students play the social worker role and design interventions. VR
makes it possible to learn about interview diagnostic techniques,
home visits, and the writing of case reports. Likewise, VR facilitates
the teaching of complex skills such as observation, active listening,
and empathy. Furthermore, it helps improve student linguistic and
communication skills. Nonetheless, virtual simulations, in general,
provide students the advantage of gaining field/practice perspectives before entering, or simultaneous to, the practicum phase of
the curriculum (Lanzieri et al., 2021, p. 208).
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We wish to emphasize that iSWAPP© is in its first version.
Because of this, it still requires improvements such as the addition of new
cases, other scenarios in which the home interview can be conducted, and
greater portability using systems with iOS.
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Technological developments based on Artificial Intelligence (AI) and empirical science in all areas of society are opening new opportunities for
social work and social inclusion programs. AI relies on Big Data management systems, which in turn provide opportunities for descriptive inference and preventative measures, as well as data-informed decision making.
This article outlines the characteristics of Big Data and describes the
process of designing a tool for diagnosing social exclusion, the SiSo scale.
The tool consists of a scale that uses 25 variables to assess situations of
social difficulty on the inclusion-exclusion spectrum. It is currently being
used in the social services department of one of Spain’s seventeen Autonomous Regions. The SiSo scale has the potential to advance the design of
a Big Data system for social inclusion programs, provided we ensure the
quality of the data. To this end, this study analyzes the suitability of the
SiSo tool for measuring situations of social difficulty by conducting a Categorical Principal Components Analysis (CATPCA) and a Linear Principal
Component Analysis.
The findings of the study confirm the tool’s suitability and value for
measuring levels of risk for social exclusion, as well as the feasibility of
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implementing a system based on data generated by social inclusion programs. This article also highlights the opportunity that Big Data provides
to generate knowledge by and for social work.
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Digital Social Work, ICT, social exclusion, social services

Introduction
The information and knowledge society that emerged at the end
of the twentieth century, characterized by the development of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and globalization
(Castells, 1996; Krüger, 2006), is giving way to a post-global society
(Duguin, 2013, 2018; Benedetto, 2020) and new forms of relationships at the local level (Zuiker, 2010). In this new context, Artificial
Intelligence (AI) is emerging as a technology with unprecedented
capacity for social transformation.
AI refers to the simulation of human intelligence using machines and software (Pascual, 2019). Russel and Norvig (2009) identified four types of AI: systems that think like humans (artificial
neural networks); systems that act like humans (robots); systems
that use rational logic (expert systems); and systems that act rationally (intelligent agents). All these aspects are covered in the definition of AI used by the U.S. National Security Commission on
Artificial Intelligence (NSCAI, 2021). According to the European
Commission (2020), “AI is a collection of technologies that combine
data, algorithms and computing power” (p. 2). AI is present in a
large part of our daily activities (Lorente, 2017; Pombo et al., 2018)
and has completely modified our lives (Zhongmei et al., 2020). Its
various applications are used to address major challenges of advanced societies, such as treating chronic diseases, reducing traffic
accidents, fighting climate change, and cybersecurity (European
Commission, 2018). Progress using AI is also being made in social
work and social services (López et al., 2020; Wilkerson et al., 2020).
Social work is a scientific discipline and professional practice aimed
at social transformation that must be able to consciously and decisively integrate technological advances in research and all areas of
professional practice. In this vein, e-social work gives rise to a new
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specialized field that uses technology for social interventions (Castillo, 2017; Chan & Holosko, 2016; Coleman, 2011; López Peláez et al.,
2018; Raya, 2018). The purpose of incorporating AI into social work
practice is to strengthen the profession’s capacity to protect citizens’
rights; improve the quality of the services provided; increase professional, digital, and analog skills, and generate knowledge from
practice. Nevertheless, social work practice seems oblivious to the
potential of such technologies for social transformation (D’Antonio
& de Lucas, 2017; Wilkerson et al., 2020), almost as if AI was something that pertains only to other disciplines (Raya, 2021). This fact
was clearly evidenced by the management of social services during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Wilkerson et al., 2020). Therefore, to advance in this respect would be to advance in the development of
social work in the twenty-first century.
AI is developed through the management of large volumes of
data. As highlighted by the Spanish Institute of Knowledge Engineering, meaning can be given to data for use in the decision-making process via AI (Instituto de Ingeniería del Conocimiento, 2021).
Social work generates a large volume of data in the various fields in
which professional practice takes place. By using AI systems, these
data can be used to enhance social intervention processes.
In this article, we focus on the value of scientific knowledge
generated by social workers and its application in social inclusion
programs. This is accomplished through the creation of Big Data
systems and the production and management of data stemming
from social service interventions. This article describes the process
of design and implementation of a tool to diagnose social exclusion
resulting from collaboration between the Castilla-La Mancha Regional Government’s Social Welfare Department and the University of La Rioja. Such collaboration was financed by the 2017-2020
European Social Fund for Castilla-La Mancha.
Castilla-La Mancha is one of Spain’s seventeen Autonomous
Regions. The region is located in the center of Spain, bordering to
the south with Andalusia. According to the municipal census, Andalusia has 2,045,221 inhabitants, or 4.3% of the total population
of Spain. The AROPE formula calculates the total number of persons below the poverty and social exclusion threshold. According
to the formula, 30.7% of the population of Castilla-La Mancha is
in a condition of poverty or social exclusion. This is higher than
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the national rate of 25.3%, and the rate of 21.4% for the 28 countries
which belonged to the European Union at the time (EU-28).
Spain’s decentralized social policy-making model gives a high
level of autonomy to its regional governments. As a result, all Autonomous Regions have a Social Welfare Department that formulates social policies and interventions, including social inclusion
programs. The creation and implementation of the SiSo Situación
Social (Social Situation) scale is a response from Castilla-La Mancha’s Social Welfare Department to demands of social service professionals and social inclusion organizations for valid and effective
technological tools to assess complex situations. At the same time,
the creation of this tool also responds to requests from various government agencies documenting social exclusion. Such reports are
often needed, for example, to document eligibility for employment
programs or discounts on energy bills.
The complex and ambiguous nature of social exclusion make
it necessary for social work and social inclusion programs to have
common conceptual frameworks, tools and language to help avoid
situations of unfairness and injustice in the distribution of social
services or benefits. Various authors have documented the need for
valid and effective tools to assess social exclusion (Bramley & Bailey, 2018; Department of Equality, Justice, & Social Policies, 2013;
Dermott & Main, 2018; Hernández, 2008; Gilbert, 2009; Gingrich
& Lightman, 2015; Hernández; 2008; Laparra, 2008). The SiSo scale
was created in response to that documented need. This name was
chosen due to its neutral and non-stigmatizing nature.
Since its implementation in May 2018, the regular use of the SiSo
tool by professionals in social inclusion programs has generated a
large volume of data on all aspects related to social exclusion. These
data, which are managed via Big Data applications, are extremely
valuable for decision-making and social interventions. AI systems
depend on and aim to produce high quality data. This fact motivated the literature review presented in this paper which served as a
foundation for the development of the SiSo tool.
The main purpose of this article is to demonstrate the feasibility
of developing Big Data systems based on data generated in social
services, and describe the implementation process of the SiSo tool in
one of Spain’s seventeen Autonomous Regions. The first section of
this article consists of a literature review on the role of Big Data for
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social inclusion. The second section describes the study’s research
methods. This includes a description of the SiSo tool’s implementation process, the operational objectives and the methods used to
check the quality of the tool. The study findings are presented in
the third section, along with recommendations to improve the system based on statistical criteria. The conclusions section provides
general guidelines as well as lessons learned from the implementation of the tool in Castilla-La Mancha.

Big Data for Social Inclusion
Big Data, or the storage and management of large datasets, is
now a reality that touches many of our daily activities. Technological advancements have not only made storage easier, but have also
enabled us to teach machines and enabled machines to learn by
themselves. Through complex mathematical processes, data-based
algorithms, new tools and software programs (Redondo, 2020), data
are converted into information that can help in decision-making
and generate greater competitiveness in organizations (Benavides
Reina & Pedraza-Nájar, 2018; Contreras-Medina & Díaz-Nieto, 2014;
Rodríguez et al., 2019).
The progress of Big Data in all areas of the economy, politics,
and society at large is unstoppable (Duque-Jaramillo & Villa-Enciso, 2017; Duran, 2014; Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2013; Van Rijmenam, 2014). Reportedly, there are three types of data: structured,
unstructured, and semi-structured (Duran, 2014; Redondo, 2020).
The first has a fixed format and uses numbers for storage in databases; in the second type, as the name suggests, data are disorganized
and come from various sources. Finally, the third type represents
a mix of the first two. The underlying idea of Big Data is that “the
more you know about something, the greater your understanding,
and the greater your ability to engage in informed decision-making
aimed at finding solutions” (Redondo, 2020, p. 1). Advanced analytical tools can organize large amounts of data and can convert them
into information needed for decision-making.
Big Data increases the possibility of generating knowledge for
and through social work (Castillo, 2017; Coulton et al., 2015; Getz,
2014). To this end, data associated with social interventions need
to be adequately managed, analyzed, and integrated. In the social
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services sector, data and information about users are collected at
different times and through different systems. These data are often used to formulate public policies (Real & de las Heras, 2011;
van Veenstra et al., 2020). The resulting databases and Information
Management Systems facilitate access to relevant social intervention data. These systems, in turn, ensure that data are not dispersed
across various applications, on paper or, worse, lost on shelves, in
drawers, or in disorganized computer files.
The management system for data stored in databases or repositories must facilitate returning pertinent information to the
individuals who supplied the data. After users have access to the
data, they need to analyze them using selected criteria. In social
inclusion programs, for instance, it is useful to create service user
profiles, including their characteristics, and how they are similar
or different. It is also useful to identify the variables associated
with exclusion, and what population subgroups are vulnerable or
in high-risk situations.
It has been suggested that in order to understand Big Data, we
need to evaluate it using Big Data’s Big Vs (Duran, 2014; Redondo,
2020; Van Rijmenam, 2014). These are volume, velocity, variety, veracity, value, and variability. These criteria must also be applied to
data generated by social inclusion programs. The first V—volume,
means that Big Data systems need large datasets. During social interventions, a wide range of data on service users and their families
are collected at different points in time. These collected data make
possible the creation of large and diverse datasets. For instance,
since the SiSo tool was implemented in 2018, over 60,000 social service user data records have been created in Castilla-La Mancha.
The second V, velocity, refers to the speed at which data are
received and processed. This requires the use of advanced information management systems. Such systems are dependent on those
who supply the system with data. Many Big Data applications collect user data that results from internet browsing. In the case of
social inclusion programs, however, Big Data depends on social
work professionals to supply data to the system. Because of this,
the effectiveness of Social Work Big Data systems depends on the
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation of the professionals who provide
the data independently from the cost or high level of investment
made for the creation of information management system.
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The third V refers to the variety of sources of data such as text,
audio, and video that may require more intense processing. Social
inclusion programs collect and process data on various areas of
the service users’ lives such as: economics, employment, housing,
cohabitation, education, health, and other sociodemographics. Furthermore, the information management systems also keep track of
data associated with the system’s use, such as dates, time spent, etc.
The system keeps track of user benefit requests and stores supporting documents related to such requests. This adds to the wealth of
the Big Data system.
The fourth V, veracity, relates to questions of validity and reliability. We must avoid storing poor-quality data, given that this
could lead to incorrect conclusions, decisions, or bias and discrimination (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018; Degli-Esposti, 2019). Data must
be valid and reliable in order to produce relevant outcomes. Veracity leads to the fifth V, value. Value is the ultimate goal of Big Data.
Social inclusion programs seek the social integration or reincorporation of users that are vulnerable or at risk of exclusion. For this
reason, the data supplied to the system must be useful towards
this end. Additionally, it is important to differentiate between data
relevant for direct client interventions and data that are useful for
diagnosis, follow-up, and evaluation. Regardless of the type of data
received, we must ensure that the resulting information is analyzed
and returned to the professionals who supplied the data in a timely
manner to make sure they do not lose their interest and motivation
to provide data to the system.
The sixth V refers to variability. Large databases can be used for
different purposes (Redondo, 2020). In the case of the SiSo tool, the
data supplied to the system makes it possible to diagnose difficult
social situations at the individual case level. In addition, the tool’s
dashboard provides updated information on the characteristics of
the registered population based on different inclusion and/or exclusion variables. Furthermore, the SiSo tool can generate lists using
up to five different filters. As a result, the system serves as a management tool for social intervention.
In addition to the above six Vs, we should also consider vulnerability, volatility, visualization, and validity (Van Rijmenam,
2014). Vulnerability refers to security and privacy issues; volatility
refers to the data’s obsolescence; visualization refers to the data or
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information’s graphical representation, and validity refers to the
value of the data.
The potential of Big Data is huge. Its main applications have been
applied to business, banking and insurance (Management Solutions, 2015; Padilla-Barreto et al., 2017; Van Rijmenam, 2014, 2019).
Big Data has been used as a prevention tool in medicine (Dash et
al., 2019), to fight poverty (Pokhriyal & Jacques, 2017) and to assess
child risk. The Allegheny Family Screening Tool (AFST), for instance, has been used to assess child risk. The AFST is a predictive
risk modeling tool that rapidly integrates and analyzes hundreds of
data elements for each individual involved in an allegation of child
maltreatment (Vaithianathan et al., 2019). As in all fields in which
Big Data is used, such as social work and social inclusion programs,
careful data analysis and interpretation are needed in order for the
system to represent a useful tool (Gillingham, 2020). The use of Big
Data in social work has just begun, and judging by the low number
of references linking social work to big data in journals indexed in
Scopus, there is still a long way to go. A few authors that have written on this subject include He & Liu (2017), Gillingham & Graham
(2017), and Fink (2018).

Methods
This section presents SiSo as a tool to collect data for its subsequent analysis, identifies the operational research objectives, and
describes the procedures that were followed and the analyses that
were performed.
Tool
The SiSo scale for measuring social inclusion is organized
around six dimensions: economic, employment, education, housing, health, and relational. It is presented as a rubric with four levels of intensity with respect to social difficulty: little or no difficulty; some difficulty; considerable difficulty, and a lot of difficulty.
Furthermore, the conceptual framework of the scale provides a
description of the situations compatible with each level of difficulty. After the corresponding intervention interviews are conducted,
professionals use the SiSo tool to record the levels of difficulty that
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best describe the various situations. This process usually takes between 7 and 10 minutes. SiSo then generates a report with a graphical presentation of the level of difficulty for the case in question.
This provides a snapshot of the household situation at the time of
the intervention. Subsequently, as many pertinent case reports as
needed can be generated.
The data generated and collected are stored in the SiSo database. These data are subsequently analyzed to produce information
useful for the formulation and evaluation of social policies and for
the management of social inclusion programs. Since implementation of the tool in 2018 until January 2021, a total of 20,156 active files
and 64,816 archived files with historical data have been stored in
the database. These numbers should help us understand the potential for data generation of the social service delivery system.
After using the tool for three years, it has become necessary to
assess the value of the collected data and evaluate its measurement
capacity based on a mathematical model and an analysis of its principal components. This should enable us to identify possible design
errors related to the selection of indicators and the development
of the scale. The following operational research objectives seek to
help us achieve this objective: (1) Compare the levels of difficulty resulting from the use of the scale through theoretical weighting and
classify them using multivariate statistical tests, and (2) Propose a
measurement system based on statistical criteria to strengthen the
SiSo tool.

Procedure and Analyses
The performed analyses were divided into three stages. The
first stage sought to create an initial indicator of social difficulty
to describe the severity of the household’s situation. Four levels of
difficulty were created to describe the needs of service users, which
we will describe in a subsequent section of this paper. The second
stage sought to produce a second indicator by using different statistical analyses. This second indicator, in turn, has four different
sections and it is used as a control in the next stage. The third and
final stage sought to compare the two types of indicators created.
The comparison of both types of indicators makes it possible to
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reconsider the values assigned to some of the variables, and the
suitability of the variables used in the analysis.
First Classification: Building a First Level of Difficulty Indicator  
The analyses of the first stage are aimed at creating an indicator of
social difficulty based on weights given to selected variables. During
the design of the scale, cut-off points in the definition, social exclusion, were determined based on a selected theoretical criterion. This
was done by weighting the levels of difficulty for each corresponding
dimension. It was therefore considered that structural factors related
to exclusion such as economics, employment, and housing, should
have a greater weight (0, 2, 4, and 6 points) than those relating to personal and education aspects (0, 1, 2, and 3 points). Factors related to
health were given a midrange value (0, 2, 3, and 4 points). These criteria, used in other research studies conducted in Spain to measure
social exclusion (Hernández, 2008; Sartu Federation, 2002), were used
to establish levels of social difficulty.
While assessing different situations, a score is calculated by
adding the scores corresponding to each of the 35 variables. This
score ranges from 0 to 113. Furthermore, in order to obtain a more
precise assessment, the overall level of difficulty is divided into
four levels.
The client population was classified according to four levels of
difficulty. The group with the lowest level of difficulty represents
3.2% (n=606) of the client population and includes users with scores
of 28 points or lower. Two groups were assigned to the intermediate levels of difficulty. They represented 56.1% (n=10,644) and 38.4%
(n=7,290) respectively of the total client population. Members of
these two groups scored between 29 and 57 points, and between
58 and 85 points. Finally, the group with the highest level of difficulty represents 2.3% (n=428) of the client population. Its members
scored 86 points or more (JCCM, 2018).
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Second classification: The construction of a second indicator
of level of difficulty using multivariate analysis techniques
In this stage, a Categorical Principal Components Analysis (CATPCA) and a Linear Principal Component Analysis (PCA) were used
sequentially. The main reasons for using these analyses included the
availability of nominal variables (Carbonero Muñoz & Ruíz Vega,
2016; Pérez et al., 2002). An attempt was made to understand if the
variables adapted to the dimensions of the study, and to apply the
principle of parsimony to reduce the number of study variables. As
a result, six factorial scores, representing each of the six areas of the
tool, were obtained. The PCA based on the factorial scores produced
a metric variable that incorporated the various variables.
Lastly, four levels of difficulty were created. The lowest level of
difficulty grouping 13.9% (n=2,628) of the client population included users with SD between -4.45 and -1. The intermediate levels of
difficulty grouping 33.8% (n=6,406) and 39.8% (n=7,546) of the client
population included users with SD between -1 and 0, and 0 and +1,
respectively. Finally, the highest level of difficulty grouping 12.6%
(n=2,393) of the client population included users with SD between
+1 and 4.3.
Third stage: Comparison between the first and second classifications
At this stage of the study, the scores associated with the first
and second indicators were compared. To this end, the following
steps were taken: (1) Conducted linear correlation analysis between
the objective first and second indicator scores; (2) Created graphical
representation of the values obtained from the two indicators; and
(3) Compared the two sets of indicator scores by performing basic
descriptive analyses on the two scales.

Findings
Linear correlation analysis and scatter diagram
The correlation between the two indicators aimed to identify
the degree of significance and the strength of the association between both variables. This was done through a Pearson’s correlation
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(Pearson’s R =.947; p<.001). The identified correlation coefficient and
level of significance indicate a strong and significant correlation.
Furthermore, the findings of the statistical analysis were graphically illustrated by the following scatter diagram. The values resulting from the first and second classifications are represented on
the X and Y axes, respectively. The results illustrated in the graph
show that most cases clustered around the diagonal line.
Figure 1. Scatter Diagram Showing the Association between the
First and Second Indicators of Social Difficulty

Comparison of Items According to Level
of Difficulty Based on Two Indicators
The figures in the appendices show strong correlations for the
scores for each dimension of social difficulty. The first groupings of
social difficulty stemmed from the theoretical weighting and the
second one stemmed from a statistical approach. Due to space limitations, we only report the most relevant findings related to the
four dimensions: (1) economic; (2) employment; (3) housing; and (4)
residential situation.
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Findings related to the economic dimension show that users
with incomes greater than 100% of Spain’s median income and
households that do not have material deprivation have a negative
value in the second-stage indicator that is lower than their value
in the first-stage indicator (Figure 1). This is reflected in variables 1
(Income level) and 4 (Home deprivation) in Figure 1. As mentioned
above, items i.1 and i.13 have lower scores in relation to the second
indicator of social difficulty.
Figure 2. Statistical Measurement of Economic Dimension (Z Scores)

Note. Source: The authors
• V.1. Income level. I.1. Income greater than 100% of the country’s median income; I.2. Income between
60% and 100%; I.3. Income between 30% and 60%; I.4. Income less than 40%;
• V.2. Sources of income. I.5. Income from non-contributory benefits. I,6. Income from the informal
economy, non-recurring or family benefits; I.7. Income from the informal economy, non-periodic or
family benefits. I.8. No income or marginal income.
• V.3. Income forecast. I.9. Income greater than one year; I.10. Income between 6 and 12 months; I.11.
Income between 3 and 6 months; I.12. Without income or less than three months;
• V.4. Home deprivation. I.13. There is no deprivation; I.14, Less than 4 concepts; I.15. Absence of between 4-6 concepts; I.16. Absence of at least 7 concepts.
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Something similar happens in relation to the employment and
education dimensions. Users who do not have employment problems score somewhat lower on the second indicator of social difficulty. Similarly, the items related to up-to-date qualifications, actively searching for employment, and skills management, obtain
lower values in the second statistical indicator than in the first
weighted classification. Furthermore, the findings reported in Figure 3 show that the less severe items score a lower value in both
dimension variables. This can be observed for variables 5, 6, and 7.
For these variables, the values for items 1.17, i.21, and i.25 are lower
in the classifications for the second indicator.
Figure 3. Statistical Measurement of Employment Difficulties (Z Scores)

Note. Source: The authors
• V.5. Employment situation. I.17. Marginal activities. Most of the adults of working age are longterm unemployed (+ 2 years). Inactive persons available for work who do not carry out any activity.
I. 18. Unemployed in the last 2 years; Households where the main activity derives from an irregular/
informal economy. I.19. Unstable employment and temporary occupations; Underemployment; and
Inappropriate employment. I.20. No need to work and Activities for others/for themselves. No need
to work
• V.6. Work intensity. I.21. Households in which those of working age did under three months of their
total work potential in the last twelve months. I.22. More than half of those of working age did so
between 3 and 6 months full time in the last twelve months. I.23. More than half of those of working
age did so between 7 and 11 months full time in the last twelve months. I.24. More than half of those
of working age worked full time during the last twelve months.
• V.7. Forecast of employment continuity with respect to the main job. I.25. More than 1 year. I.26.
Between 7 and 12 months. I.27. Between 3 and 6 months. I.28. Unemployed or less than 3 months.
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Figure 4. Statistical Measurement of Housing and Residential (Z Scores)

Note. Source: The authors
• V.12. Tenancy status. I. 45.Housing owned, assigned or rented with a guarantee for
the cohabitation unit. I.46. Shared housing and/or sublease due to economic needs or
Co-ownership with family conflict regarding the use of it. I.47. Accommodation with
relatives for economic reasons and/or difficulties of access and staying in the home. I.48
Homeless, no home, eviction file and/or inadequate housing
• V.13. Housing conditions. I.49. Housing with adequate habitability conditions, basic
equipment and supplies. I.50. There are some habitability deficiencies (it lacks fewer than
three conditions); It lacks fewer than four pieces of equipment (<4) according to AROPE.
I.51. Poor habitability conditions, Equipment deficiencies (between 4 and 8) according to
AROPE. I.52. Lack of housing or roof, inadequate housing, Non-habitable housing (>6),
Lack of pieces of equipment 4 (>8) according to AROPE.
• V.14. Access to housing. I.53. No barriers to the personal autonomy of household members.
I.54. Barriers that do not affect mobility for the personal autonomy of household members.
I.55. Barriers that limit mobility for the personal autonomy of household members. I56.
Barriers that make mobility impossible for the personal autonomy of household members
• V.15. Location in the environment. I.57. Environment with a wide range of resources
and public transport. I.58. Areas or neighborhoods with a low supply of resources and/
or communication. I..59. Disadvantaged, isolated and resource-poor environments. I.60.
Illegal settlements, including lack of accommodation
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In relation to housing, there is hardly any difference between
the two indicators. It is worth mentioning that the items relating
to illegal settlements, barriers that make mobility impossible, and
a lack of equipment score higher in the new classification. This is
especially noteworthy in the case of illegal settlements. Differences
related to this can be observed on items i.52, i.56 e i.60.
A similar trend is observed in other analyzed dimensions, even
though figures are not included due to space limitations. In the health
dimension, low scores for “access to the healthcare system” variable
in the first classification are noteworthy. The values obtained from
the second indicator show that the “unsystematic use of the healthcare system” produced a lower score than “inappropriate use of the
healthcare system.” Likewise, the health dimension obtained a lower
score in the PCA indicator given that it correlates less with the other
dimensions. This fact causes the most extreme values to have a higher score in the first indicator than in the second indicator.
In the relational dimension, there are hardly any differences
between the two indicators, although the more positive categories
have somewhat lower values in the four variables. It should be noted that the family violence item has a lower score than the conflictive family relationships item. Findings primarily indicate that
family violence is not associated with the most serious situations of
social exclusion.
Comparison between the Classifications by Level of Difficulty
Comparisons were made in order to reassess the cut-off points
used in the tool and to identify aspects needing correction. Despite
a high degree of linear correlation, the findings below reveal similarities and differences according to the established cut-off points.
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Table 1. Cross-Tabulation Classification

Note. Source: The authors

In terms of similarities, analyses suggest that despite the different cut-off points, the extreme levels found in the first classification are also found in the second. Thus, 3.2% and 2.3% of low- and
high-difficulty cases, respectively, are common to both. Significant
differences, however, are found in relation to the two intermediate
levels of difficulty. These differences are due to the different criteria
associated with the respective cut-off points. Using the first indicator, 56.1% of cases were classified as having “low intermediate
level of difficulty.” Findings indicate that about a third of the cases
(32.3%) are common to both indicator classifications. Furthermore,
10.7% of the users were classified as having “low level of difficulty”
using the first indicator classification and having “low level of difficulty” using the second indicator classification. Similarly, 13.10%
of cases were identified as having “low level of difficulty” using the
first indicator classification and having “high intermediate level of
difficulty” using the second indicator classification.
Using the first indicator, 38.4% are classified as having “high
intermediate level of difficulty.” However, 7 out of 10 cases with a
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“high intermediate level of difficulty” (70%) were common to both
classifications. A total of 1.4% cases were classified as being in a
situation of “high intermediate level of difficulty” according to the
first indicator classification, while they were classified as having
“low intermediate level of difficulty” in the second indicator classification. Finally, 3 out of 10 cases with “considerable difficulty,” according to the first indicator classification (30%), were in the “high
level of difficulty” category according to the second indicator classification (10.4%). Ultimately, the second indicator classification fully
integrates the old extreme score groups and a significant percentage of the contiguous groups.
Comparison of Difficulty Levels by Mean,
Standard Deviation, Variance, and Range
Findings suggest different options for creating cut-off points for
both indicator classifications. The calculation was performed using
standard deviations. This led to the creation of four client population groups. This calculation was intended to approximate the results using a common statistical criterion. Findings show similar
distributions in the lower difficulty levels (“low level of difficulty,”
“low intermediate level of difficulty”), while also producing some
differences in the higher difficulty levels (“high intermediate level
of difficulty” and “high level of difficulty”).
It should be noted that 34.2% of the client population in the first
indicator classification and 39.7% of the client population in the second indicator classification were assigned to the “high intermediate
level of difficulty.” At the same time, 15.7% of the client population
in the first indicator classification and 12.6% of the client population
in the second indicator classification were assigned to the “high level of difficulty” category.
Moreover, findings of basic descriptive statistics indicate greater homogeneity and less dispersion in the values for the second indicator classification. The standard deviation attained the value of
14.19 in the first classification and a normalized value of 1 in the
second classification.
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Conclusions
This article has described the feasibility of producing scientific
knowledge from social work practice via the development of Big
Data information systems. These Big Data systems are necessary
for Artificial Intelligence and both are currently being used in various fields to respond to social challenges. Big Data and AI can
also strengthen the effectiveness of social work in defending citizen
rights and improving the quality of services. This can be accomplished by using Big Data information systems with data generated
by social work practitioners.
We have described the development process of the SiSo scale for
measuring situations of social exclusion in the Autonomous region
of Castilla-La Mancha in Spain. SiSo is a Big Data system that incorporates a large volume of systematized data. The quality of this
tool was analyzed using CATPCA and PCA. The analysis showed
a strong correlation between the scores of the theoretical construct
indicator and the indicator resulting from a principal component
analysis. This corroborates that the tool used represents a suitable
means to measure social exclusion. Our analysis has also enabled
us to identify needed improvements related to selected indicators.
The lessons learned as a result of the tool’s implementation, and
the verification of the quality of the data, should enable us to improve predictive analyses using Big Data. Predictive analyses will
in turn enable us to identify variables most closely related to the
different levels of exclusion and use them to perform systematic diagnoses of at-risk groups. Based on this experience, we recommend
the addition of an S for system sustainability to the ten Vs of Big
Data. In this study, sustainability was guaranteed by involving professionals in the different stages of the design, implementation, and
monitoring. We also recommend the creation a single and centralized database, and providing professionals who supply data to the
system with timely information stemming from the analysis of the
data. This information could take the form of case or other reports
they could use to engage in informed decision-making.
Social workers must use data science to support their interventions, and particularly to promote social inclusion. Furthermore, we
should strengthen the relationship between social work, computer
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science, mathematics and other disciplines. We should use artificial
intelligence and Big Data applications to open new horizons for the
analysis of social problems and social interventions. We should remember that our ultimate goal is always to generate knowledge to
enhance people’s wellbeing.
Acknowledgments. We extend our most sincere thanks to all the professionals from Castilla-La Mancha in Spain and other Autonomous Regions
who participated in the design and implementation of the SiSo scale and
as a result contributed to the improvement of the tool.
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Bridging the Gaps: Literacy, Media Literacy
Education, and Critical Digital Social Work
Gianna Cappello

University of Palermo (Italy)
Drawing from literacy studies and research in media literacy education,
this article contends that a series of conceptual gaps need to be bridged in
order to have a better understanding of how these traditions can contribute
to redefining the field of digital social work. The field of digital social work
should move towards a more critical-oriented dimension so that digital media and the internet should not simply be considered (as it is often the case),
as mere tools to improve the professionality of social workers, but rather
as life environments and systems of representation shaping individuals’
identities and social relationships.
Keywords: Literacy, media literacy education, digital media, critical digital
social work.

For at least two centuries, modern society has seen a gradual development in literacy, both in terms of quantity (as an increasing and varied
number of people have been able to have access to it) and quality (as the
areas of knowledge and action, as well as the actors and contexts involved,
have widened and diversified). A further development is linked to the socalled “digital turn” by which new literacies have emerged in online digital environments affecting a variety of social contexts, such as workplace
and training, economics and leisure, education and social work. Drawing
from these developments, this article contends that a series of conceptual
gaps need to be bridged in order to have a better understanding of how this
“bridging” contributes to redefining the field of digital social work towards
a more critically-oriented dimension.
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“Situated” Literacies
From the second half of the past century, the debate about the
concept of literacy has developed around two major schools of
thought that schematically define literacy either as a “set of cognitive skills” or a “situated social practice” (Street, 2003). In the first
instance, literacy develops a set of psycholinguistic skills (reading,
writing and arithmetic) that produce significant consequences both
at individual and social level. According to this model, the invention of writing leads to more sophisticated forms of thought and,
more importantly, aids the general development of society (Goody
& Watt, 1963; Havelock, 1986; Ong, 1982). In this view, the transition
from oral culture to written culture, from pre-literate to post-literate civilization, marks what has been called the “great divide”
(Scribner & Cole, 1981), i.e., the gap between societies and cultures
that develop certain cognitive skills of “higher order” and those
who still do not enjoy this privilege. This model of literacy, long
adopted in schools as well as in the development programs such
as UNESCO’s, lies on the assumption that the acquisition of literacy brings per se to the cognitive, social, economic and cultural
growth of disadvantaged, illiterate persons, be they living in the
Third World, in the poorest rural regions, or in the slums of big
metropolitan areas. Building on a functionalist vision of society, it
assumes that individuals, entering the institutional settings where
literacy is imparted, acquire cognitive skills as well as an entire set
of values, norms and behaviors that favor inclusion, development,
and social mobility. As a result of this view, school has come to
be established as the formal educational institution par excellence,
where cognitive and operational skills are gained through the
achievement of a series of formalized, measurable, standardized,
transferable, and therefore “universal” learning objectives, fulfilling individual and social expectations of promotion and mobility
(Paci, 1973).
In the late ‘70s, however, this model was questioned and a new
notion of literacy as a “socially situated practice” arose. The increase
in school enrollment rates and the expansion of qualifications produced an inflation of education credentials and a fall of the social
mobility expectations they had supported until then (Collins, 1979).
The concept of literacy as a “set of cognitive skills” underlying this
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model proves ideologically oriented and not equipped to deal with
the diversity and complexity of a society rapidly changing, both
socially and culturally. Graff (1979), for example, criticizes this concept defining it as a myth, i.e., an ideological construct on which
Western society had historically based its supremacy, making it
invariably stand for progress and social advancement, while the
opposite—illiteracy—was standing for ignorance and underdevelopment. Equating education and school is no longer functional to
the development of society and the need for “de-schooling society”
(Illich, 1971) and a new “educational polycentrism” (Cesareo, 1974)
emerge. Scholars from the New Literacies Studies argue that, far
from being an independent and neutral variable, literacy is in fact
embedded in the specific contextual conditions under which it is
defined, institutionalized, and practiced (Gee, 2004, 2010; Hamilton, 2012; Street, 2003; Kress, 2003). Drawing from an ecological perspective, literacy is seen as the dynamic result of the relationship
between the individual, the family, the group, the local community,
and—inevitably—digital media and online environments (Cappello, 2017).

Bridging the Gap to a “Digitally Literate Society”
Back in 1993, Eco quite bluntly remarked that “if you want to
use television to teach somebody, you must first teach them how to
use television” (p. 96). In other words, the educational use of television is not simply that of teaching with television, considering it
as a neutral means of delivering information to be used in a merely
functional or instrumental way. Teaching about television—that is,
how and why it creates meaning in particular ways while representing reality—is also equally important. Unfortunately, Eco’s recommendation has not gone too far. So, if today one asks a teacher
what “becoming a digitally literate student” means, in most cases
s/he would probably start talking about being able to access online
information on a specific topic in one discipline, to use a technological tool (an app or software) to do homework (write an essay,
do math exercises, make a drawing), video-document the theatre
drama performed at the end of the school year, do the e-tivities
assigned by the teacher in the digital classroom opened in some
e-learning platform, and so on. As matter of fact, a massive number
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of studies have been developed to theorize and verify empirically if
and how teaching with Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) actually innovate and enhance learning and didactics
(Gui, 2019; Ranieri, 2011; Rivoltella & Rossi 2019; Selwyn, 2011, 2016).
However, there is another possible answer to that question, one
that few teachers are prepared to give, given that very little money
has been devoted to train teachers in the field of critical digital literacy education out of the huge economic investments (both public
and private) made for the development of school technological infrastructure and teachers’ training in the use of the tools. Following
Eco’s suggestion, such an answer doesn’t look at information and
communication technologies (ICTs) only as tools or teaching aids,
but also as life environments where social acts occur, as systems of representation shaping individuals’ identities and social relationships,
as consumer goods within an ever-growing market, and as cultural
objects resulting from a complex interaction between creators, recipients and the social world (Griswold, 1994).
So, it is not only a question of teaching with ICTs but also teaching about them. It is within this perspective that in his Onlife Manifesto Floridi (2015) refers to “becoming a digitally literate society” as
a priority for a “good on life governance” (p. 7). Onlife is the term he
coins to define the contemporary condition where “the deployment
of ICTs and their uptake by society affects radically the human condition, insofar as it modifies our relationships to ourselves, to others and to the world around us,” increasingly shifting the “primacy
from entities to connections” and blurring the boundaries between
real and virtual as well as human, machine, and nature (p. 7). In
this sense, ICTs are not mere tools for whatever activities we are
engaged with (either for leisure, work or learning), they are also
the environments where such activities take place and are made
possible. As such, they have a major impact not only on how people
(per)form their identity, make sense of reality, experience sociality and creative expression, but also at cultural, ethical, legal, and
political levels, not to mention the economy and the market. Given
this impact, Floridi (2015) calls for policies that are built, upon a
critical investigation of how human affairs and political structures
are deeply mediated by technologies. Endorsing responsibility in a
hyperconnected reality requires acknowledging how our actions,
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perceptions, intentions, morality, even corporality are interwoven
with technologies in general, and ICTs in particular (p. 12).
Undoubtedly, ICTs have increased people’s access to information and offered sophisticated systems of data retrieval, storage,
and circulation. They have also de-materialized spatial-temporal
boundaries creating new forms of relationships, expression, and
communication characterized—especially with the advent of social
media platforms—by a horizontal “disintermediated” logic whereby traditional intermediaries have lost power in favor of more direct
interactions. As Chadwick (2007) puts it, disintermediation means
“removing intermediaries from a supply chain, a transaction, or,
more broadly, any set of social, economic, or political relations” (p.
232). Social media platforms have amplified the possibility to create and be part of a “participatory culture,“ as Jenkins et al. define it (2009), that is, a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating
and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal mentorship
whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along
to novices. A participatory culture is also one in which members
believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree of social
connection with one another (at the least they care what other people think about what they have created). (p. 3)
Within this culture, some “new media literacies” develop that
are inherently digital and social, as they always imply some kind
of interaction within larger communities based online and centered around different media, producing content in diverse creative
forms, working collaboratively on a variety of projects (often related with entertainment and popular culture), sharing and circulating contents (either self-made or not) across a whole range of social
networks and websites. In particular, Jenkins et al. (2009) identify
13 new media literacies:
Play: the capacity to experiment with one’s surroundings as a
form of problem solving. Performance: the ability to adopt alternative identities for the purpose of improvisation and discovery.
Simulation: the ability to interpret and construct dynamic models of real-world processes. Appropriation: the ability to meaningfully sample and remix media content. Multitasking: the ability
to scan one’s environment and shift focus as needed to salient
details. Distributed Cognition: the ability to interact meaningfully
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with tools that expand mental capacities. Collective Intelligence: the
ability to pool knowledge and compare notes with others toward
a common goal. Judgment: the ability to evaluate the reliability
and credibility of different information sources. Transmedia Navigation: the ability to follow the flow of stories and information
across multiple modalities. Networking: the ability to search for,
synthesize, and disseminate information. Negotiation: the ability
to travel across diverse communities, discerning and respecting
multiple perspectives, and grasping and following alternative
norms. Visualization: the ability to translate information into visual models and understand the information visual models are
communicating as a key method for coping with large data sets
and being able to make sense of the complexity of our environment. (p. 4)

These transformations, however, have also produced a series
of “unintended, perverse effects” (Boudon, 1982). For example, the
new online forms of sociality, expression, and communication have
led to problems such as cyberbullying, hate speech, voyeurism and
narcissism, the hikikomori generation (Caresta, 2018), lack of privacy,
etc. Increasingly, social network platforms generate highly emotive
and polarized positions, as Davies (2019) points out, as well as fake
news that often respond to the interests of organized groups, as has
been highlighted, for example, in the case of misinformation and
generic drugs (del Fresno García & López Peláez, 2014). Furthermore, research done around literacy and social work has found evidence of what is called relational illiteracy, defined as “the absence
of basic relational skills that allow adequate social interaction, positive integration with the environment, and help confront and solve
problems and opportunities” (López Peláez & Gómez Ciriano,
2020, p. 321). This social phenomenon, relational illiteracy, occurs
both online and offline. In the confinement caused by COVID-19,
the loss of basic relational skills has become a global problem. The
increased access to information has exacerbated inequality and social stratification (the so-called digital divide); more importantly, it
has brought an information overload whereby people, being less
and less capable of metabolizing and verifying information reliability, tend to depend on some kind of digital expert systems (i.e.,
Artificial Intelligence) which filter information according to personalized profiles created by sophisticated data analytics. Ultimately,
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disintermediation is being replaced by old-fashioned intermediation,
as De Rosa (2000) argues, although they have the chance to do basically anything on the Internet (…), people, overwhelmed by information, will tend to delegate their ”power” to others: to browsers
increasingly powerful which will select information according to
criteria not always clear and transparent, and to brokers (be they
human or artificial intelligence) who will process and edit it in an
increasingly pleasurable way. (p. 193)
These “perverse effects” require the development of a more critical attitude towards digital media experiences and how they shape
people’s perceptions of the world, hence leading to more ethically responsible behaviors in online interactions. In sum, becoming
literate today means: (a) to be able to use ICTs to access and share
content to meet individual and community needs and interests; (b)
to make informed choices among a wide range of media forms and
content from different sources; (c) to understand how and why media content is produced, both individually and institutionally; (d)
to use media creatively as a means of expression and communication; (e) to identify and avoid (or challenge) media content and
services that may be unsolicited, offensive, or harmful; and (f) to
make effective use of media in the exercise of democratic rights and
civic responsibilities (EuroMediaLiteracy, 2009; see also European
Commission, 2007). Access to technological devices or platforms
is an important precondition (which is far from being universally reached, as data about the digital divide persistently show), and
yet it is not sufficient. A shift is needed from technical/formal access
to a more substantial qualified access, i.e., access endowed with the
critical, creative, and cultural competence required to participate
and intervene in the contemporary digital public sphere (Cappello,
2009, 2012). Qualified access defines citizenship today and, as such,
it should be regarded as a universal public good; any limitation to it
is a limitation to democracy and to a fundamental entitlement due
to all citizens. As Rodotà (1997) convincingly remarks, “If the new
media were only consumption goods, growing inequalities could
be in a way accepted. Being instead indispensable tools for cultural, social, political and economic participation, the new inequalities
are quite risky for democracy” (pp. 91–92).
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Bridging the Gap to Critical Digital Social Work
If literacy is better defined as a situated social practice that is being developed not only in formal educational contexts but also in
informal and non-formal socializing/educational agencies, such
as the family, the local community, the peer group, and the living
worlds of the internet, digital social work has a major role to play
in making contemporary society digitally literate. ICTs develop a
whole range of informal learning processes in which participants
are simultaneously “instructors” and “learners”. As Jenkins’ (2009)
notion of “participatory culture” reminds us, these processes have
a unique heuristic nature as they function through trial and error,
exploration, experimentation, and play, as well as through collaboration and reciprocal peer-mentoring, both offline and online. Undeniably, social work scholars and practitioners have increasingly
addressed the issue of using ICTs in human service activities (Chan,
2016, 2018; Christon Adedoyin, 2016; Kirwan, 2019; López Peláez &
Marcuello-Servós, 2018a, 2018b). In most cases, findings show that
using ICTs produces a positive impact on social work activities and,
at the same time, raises concerns in regards to privacy issues, since
the boundaries between professional and personal profiles tend to
blur, and also in regards to the assessment and evaluation of the actual impact of this kind of interventions. In a 2018 issue of the European Journal of Social Work dedicated to introducing “e-Social Work,”
López Peláez & Marcuello-Servós (2018a) define it as a field including “online research, patient treatment (individual therapy, group
and community dynamics), the training and teaching of social
workers and the monitoring of social service programs” (p. 801). For
example, social workers may use ICTs to: (a) reach out and connect
with clients living a condition of marginalization, isolation, or social deprivation; (b) to mobilize offline community cohesion and action in local initiatives; and (c) to explore with clients’ new ways of
expression and communication as well as new forms of social networking. However, just as I argued at the beginning of the previous
paragraph, ICTs are not mere tools to be used. Social workers need
to develop a critical stance also based on the scientific dimension
of social work, as highlighted by Brekke & Anastas (2019). As it applies to the digital world, such critical stance—a kind of critical digital social work—will allow them to gain a deeper understanding of
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how ICTs shape the onlife of their clients; how ICTs may become the
environments where digital citizenship rights can be denied, mistreated, and at the same time exercised; and how certain worrisome
online practices can be addressed and solved.
An example may come from the critical digital social work that
can be done with issues of digital addiction and young people. Findings from a massive number of studies prove that a relationship
exists between prolonged use of digital media and young people’s
social, physical, and psychological wellbeing (for a synthetic review
of these studies, see Ranieri 2020). Twenge et al. (2018), for example,
found that the recent rise in U.S. adolescents’ depressive symptoms
and suicide rates is linked to the rise in the time spent using social
media and electronic devices such as smartphones. However, their
findings, as in most similar studies, do not actually provide empirical evidence of a causal relationship between depression and the
prolonged use of electronic screens. As they admit, “identifying the
mechanisms underlying trends in mental health is necessarily difficult as experimental trials are not possible. (…) Thus, we must turn to
correlational research to provide evidence” (Twenge et al., 2018, p. 5).
As a consequence, we can only speculate about associations between
concurring phenomena rather than make actual determinations.
Another example may come from research done about young
people’s relationship with videogaming. Apart from pathological
addictive situations where more clinical interventions are required,
critical digital social work could help them develop a kind of “videogame literacy” by which they learn to adopt more balanced and
responsible gaming behaviors (Buckingham & Burn, 2007). In other
words, if one looks at videogames as “cultural objects” (Griswold,
1994), it is possible to study and understand: (a) how they represent
reality using specific audiovisual codes and conventions; (b) what
kind of meanings and relationships gamers develop from them, and
for what “uses and gratifications” (Katz, Blumer et al., 1973); and (c)
how they are produced and marketed. Adopting a reflexive attitude,
young people can learn how to “make the familiar strange,” as Russian formalists would say. This implies that we need to begin by
engaging with youth’s existing uses of videogames (the “familiar”),
with their agenda rather than with ours, with what they find significant rather than with what we think they ought to be doing. (…)
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This is not to suggest that we simply celebrate what young people are
doing—merely that this is the place to start. (Buckingham, 2003, p. 3)
“Making videogames strange” means that, whereas the typical
videogaming experience is based on deep immersion, instinctive
and emotive reactions, and spatial-temporal disconnection, videogame literacy aims at developing critical distancing and a more reflexive attitude towards it (Ranieri, 2020). Therefore, drawing from
structuralist literary theories and semiotics, young people could look
at videogames’ narrative structures, characters and worldviews, including stereotypes; they could look at how music and sounds create
meaning and provoke certain kinds of reactions/emotions; and they
could see how the videogaming experience is entrenched in interactivity (between the game and the player as well as among players)
(Burn 2016; Burn & Schott, 2004; Cappello & Andreoletti, 2013). They
could also look at more contextual/macro factors that have to do with
institutions, markets, and industrial organizations.
This kind of critical analysis, however, is not enough. It must
be necessarily complemented with the transformative potential of
creative media production meant as “a social practice capable of
offering young people a social space in which to perform identities,
exploring relationships and imagining alternative futures” (Ranieri, 2020, p. 92). Working in smaller groups, they could create their
own videogame engaging with and discussing a whole series of
choices (from the script, to the storyboard, to characters’ development). Creative production ideally fosters a process of change by
which the abstract knowledge developed during critical analysis is
lived out through a more subjective appropriation of it. It is where
the personal meets and challenges abstract thinking, connecting
micro-experiences (of videogaming) with the macro-social factors
that condition and make them possible. An interesting example
comes from a project carried out in Milan in 2004 by the social
workers of the Cooperativa Estia in San Vittore, the largest jail in
Northern Italy. The outcome of the project was the production of
a docu-fiction Il Grande Fardello (the big burden), a title parodying
with a pun the TV show The Big Brother (in Italian, Il Grande Fratello).
After a training course on television language, genres (with a focus
on reality shows), and video production, the convicts chose to distribute among themselves the various roles of scriptwriters, directors, video operators, actors, etc., giving life to a production playing
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at the intersection between parody, self-irony and the emotionality
(sometimes dramatic) of biographical storytelling (especially in the
moments of the “confessional,” when the convicts would tell their
personal life stories inside and outside prison). The docu-fiction, in
fact, was not distributed initially, due to the censorship ban of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs. In 2009, the terms of the ban having
expired, the production was recovered by the NABA School of Media Design & Multimedia Arts, which re-mastered and re-edited a
digital version of it, adding English subtitles. Some scenes of this
version are available at https://thebigbother.blogspot.com/
In sum, drawing from media literacy education research and
practice, critical digital social work can operate within a “dynamic
relationship between reading (that is, textual analysis); writing (or
creative production); and contextual analysis (which sets individual reading and writing in a broader social context)” (Buckingham,
2019, p. 69). Although starting from where young people are (however problematic that might be) is crucial, the ultimate aim is to
move beyond it, to give them access to critical knowledge and practice, and by doing that, develop a broader understanding and informed (re)action in their daily onlife experience.

Some Notes on Future Developments
This article has argued that in critical digital social work, ICTs
are not simply considered as innovative tools to improve the professionality of social workers, but rather as life environments and systems
of representation shaping individuals’ identities and social relationships. Adopting this approach, critical digital social work may trigger a transformative process by which, as we have seen, problems
like drugs or digital addiction, eating disorders, depression, crime
and violence, and social exclusion, may be deconstructed through
a critical analysis of the media representations of them and then
reconstructed through creative media productions as subjective experiences of self-expression and collective discussions in search of
shared solutions.
However, some unresolved issues need to be taken into account
for future developments. A first development should occur at the
level of social work training and education. Admittedly, bridging the gap from media literacy education to digital social work
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requires the acquisition of a whole set of conceptual and methodological competencies drawn from disciplinary fields social workers
are not so familiar with, such as communication science, pedagogy, semiotics, cultural studies, and media literacy education. Also,
rigorous planning, documentation, and evaluation are important.
Doing critical digital social work implies the experimentation with
new activities for which traditional criteria and practices may be inappropriate or even misleading. Social workers would have to find
answers to questions like: (a) What is exactly being learnt, and how
does this kind of learning occur? (b) How do we assess and evaluate what we did? For example, in video production activities do
we evaluate the final product or the process that brought to it? and (c)
How do we document it, and what do we want to include in the documentation? As we know, most published reports are characterized
by quantitative indicators that ultimately show an interest more in
what appears to be happening than what is actually being achieved.
For example, video production activities are frequently evaluated
for their capacity to promote “communication and self-expression
skills” or “self-esteem and self-awareness” or “active participation
and citizenship,” but the criteria by which all this should be identified and measured are rarely well defined. Also unclear are the criteria for assessing and evaluating the “quality” of creative productions. Think of a video production made by adolescents attending
a youth club located in the suburbs of a large city: do we, arguably,
want to judge it like expert juries do with the work of professionals?
Is “quality” to be found in the product itself, or in the producer’s
eye, or is it the audience that determines it, and if so, which audience
anyway? If professional adults were involved in certain phases of
the production (in filming or editing, for example), how does that
impact on the product’s evaluation? And, more importantly, do we
really want this kind of intervention in the first place?
Ultimately, any future development should result from a complex combination of components put in place at international, national, and/or local levels. Interventions in the field should necessarily take into account which components are in play at each
level, as well as the shifting relationships enacted between them
in specific contexts and times (see Figure 1). Policy interventions are
needed to provide clear, coherent and authoritative documents that
define critical digital social work and provide a rationale for its
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implementation at both national and international levels (the role of
transnational bodies such as the EU, UNESCO, social workers organizations, or similar is fundamental). Frameworks and guidelines for
practice, possibly evidence-based, are also important. They should
be offering: a clear model of action progression, appropriate to specific locations and contexts; details of specific learning outcomes;
and criteria and procedures for assessment and evaluation. However, well written and evidence-based frameworks and guidelines
for practice frameworks would be worthless unless social workers
are given the possibility to train themselves through high-quality
initial and in-service training programs, materials, and resources. Additionally, in the logic of the “educational community” (Dryfoos
& Maguire, 2019), it is important to plan interventions that create
and stabilize partnerships among social workers, parents, teachers and/
or media organizations. Also, dialogue and confrontation among social
workers through national and international networks, conferences,
and conventions should be fostered. Last but not least, research and
evaluation should be constantly promoted in order to provide a better understanding at a theoretical and methodological level of the
(shifting) issues and concerns that might be of interest for the field.
As said, all these are strictly interrelated components. If only one
of them is absent or weak, the development of the entire field may
be unbalanced. For instance, policy documents or frameworks for
practice without practical implementation may turn out to be mere
empty rhetoric. Conversely, practical development is fairly meaningless and “blind,” so to speak, if there are no clear frameworks or
policy inspirational and evidence-based documents. Policy, practice, and research must be interconnected and accountable, especially when public funds are used: development in each area should
support (and be supported by) development in the others!
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Digital Social Work: Towards
Digital Disruption in Social Work
Joaquín Castillo de Mesa
University of Málaga

The digital transformation is posing a challenge to organizations, professionals, and the scientific community within Social Work. Until now, digital solutions have been incorporated spontaneously and arbitrarily, without
models to contemplate and guide their incorporation. This has generated
great uncertainty amongst social workers, who do not know what media
should be adopted, in what form, and under what circumstances. In this
article, we will review three digital solution models which Social Work has
been adopting in an evolutionary manner: adaptation, transition, and digital disruption. Digital adaptation has meant spontaneously incorporating
digital media which were not specifically intended for professional practice.
Digital transition has contributed to the digitization of services and procedures, even to behavioral change, whereas digital disruption proposes a
radical change in ways of doing things. Using a reflective analysis of what
has taken place, and where we are heading, the aim is to shed light on the
path ahead, so that the Social Work discipline-profession is not displaced,
nor made irrelevant in the future. To this end, we propose the need for a
field of specialization—Digital Social Work—to act as a catalyst for change,
so that it can instigate Social Work’s digital disruption using a transdisciplinary vision.
Keywords: Digital Social Work; Digital Adaptation; Digital Transition;
Digital Disruption
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Introduction
Society’s digital transformation means that people spend significant amounts of time each day using different online services
and applications to carry out everyday tasks, whether shopping
for products at home, making doctor’s appointments or interacting
with other people and things. Society’s digital transformation also
poses a challenge for most organizations and professionals. Social
workers are no strangers to the need for the contextual digitalization of their services. The acceleration of the digitalization process
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic requires the Social Work
discipline-profession’s attention.
In academia, authors such as Castillo de Mesa (2017; 2019), Chan
(2019), Bryne & Kirwan (2019), López Peláez & Marcuello-Servós
(2018), Mishna et al. (2012), and Reamer (2013) have also long been
indicating the need for Social Work and social services to be proactive in the face of digital transformation. From a professional point
of view, institutions such as the National Association of Social
Workers, the Association Social Work Boards, the Council Social
Work Education, the Clinical Social Work Association (2017) have
long encouraged social workers to use technology to their advantage. Recently, the Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development (Jones, 2020) report, produced by the International Association of Schools of Social Work, the International Council on
Social Welfare and the International Federation of Social Workers,
highlighted that digital media has become a powerful tool for social work, noting that social workers have begun to explore creative
ways of using online services, including online counselling and
virtual home visits.
Social workers’ adoption and applied development of technologies does not respond to a specific model, but takes place spontaneously, without a contemplative, competent approach that queries
the adoption of technology, in which circumstances, and in which
way. The Digital Social Work paradigm has been conceptualized
at the intersection between Digitalization and Social Work: an
emerging field of specialization which aims to answer issues and
defines itself as Social Work’s capacity to analyze, find, and develop
solutions to social needs and problems with technology’s support.
This article analyzes three models: adoption, transition, and digital

Digital Disruption in Social Work

119

disruption, models that study the various approaches towards digital transformation in Social Work. We will discuss Digital Social
Work through these three models’ different characteristics and examples of use.

Digital Adaptation
The adoption of technologies by social workers and the organizations where they work has been taking place spontaneously,
with the adoption of digital media that are not specifically designed
for professional practice, but which have served as solutions to certain needs. The heavy penetration of these digital services in society and their usability has led to their applied use in Social Work.
As the discipline-profession’s main objective is based on functions
related to socialization, such as social care with users and the facilitation and creation of relationships between people (Addams,
1902), digital means for remote assistance have been adopted assiduously, especially due to the necessary physical distance imposed by COVID-19. Recently, organizations and professionals in
different parts of the world have spontaneously adopted video calling services (Skype, Facetime, Google Meet, Cisco Webex, etc.) for
professional work, either for teleworking or for remote assistance
to users, maintaining audiovisual contact (Mishna et al., 2020). Instant messaging services such as Whatsapp or Telegram have also
been used to exchange information between professionals, or with
users themselves (Castillo de Mesa, 2020). Social networking sites
have also been adopted as spaces for socialization and community
empowerment (Castillo de Mesa et al., 2019). While Reamer (2013),
among others, has extensively researched and published on the
ethical challenges of Social Work and the use of technology, these
digital services have been adopted without fully knowing what
ethical criteria should have been considered for their correct use.
While some social workers adopted and implemented these solutions early on, others have been more reluctant, resisting them due
to a lack of knowledge. This has created uncertainty amongst organizations and professionals, and above all, has been detrimental to
users. The lack of vision in conceiving a digital strategy for Social
Work (Castillo de Mesa, 2017) before the occurrence of emergency
situations, such as COVID-19, is perhaps to be regretted.
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Digital Transition
Digitization is a socio-technical process, in which large-scale
digitization techniques are applied and adopted in social and institutional contexts (Tilson et al., 2010). The digital transition involves
the extension and traffic of data to all aspects of life (Canfranc et
al., 2019). It is conceived as a process of improving existing services,
procedures, and tools through the digitization of data. Digital transition focuses on the basic exchange of data that is stored, retrieved,
or manipulated through digitization. Examples are automating
manual steps, upgrading to newer technology, adding additional
integrations to improve response times, improving time efficiency,
etc. These digital transition projects involve substantial improvements in the way existing tasks are performed.
So-called e-government is an example of the digital transition.
E-government refers to the government’s use of technology with
web-based internet applications, to improve access to and delivery
of information and services from governments to citizens, business
partners, employees, and other government agencies and entities
(Layne & Lee, 2001). It has the potential to help build better relations
between government and the public by making interactions with
citizens smoother, easier, and more efficient. When talking about
e-government, we refer to the application of ICTs to pre-existing
administrative procedures, i.e., we are not talking about changes in
values or procedures, but rather pure technology. Different processes and services are given technical upgrades, making life easier for
professionals and citizens.
The next step in this transition is so-called e-governance (Coe
et al., 2001), which proposes interoperability solutions, i.e., that information and management systems can be shared and integrated
vertically and horizontally, allowing data traceability. This means
that if a citizen provides their data in any service sector (health,
employment, education, social, etc.) or at different regional levels,
the social worker can access their history in a shared manner.
The most advanced digital transition models use algorithms—a
concept familiar to mathematicians for centuries—which have now
become part of the modern vernacular. While Euclid devised an
algorithm for factoring prime numbers millennia ago, they have
now become widely adopted, as we have become aware of the way
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technologies work. The term derives from medieval Arabic, and
was initially used as a computational procedure, from which a correct result could be proved with a finite number of steps to solve
specific problems (Knuth, 1968). In the second decade of the 21st
century, policy experts and social scientists have appropriated the
term ‘algorithm’ to mean something different, broader, and more
amorphous (Seaver, 2017). The application of algorithms has led to
more advanced technological developments in digital transition—
such as those using Machine Learning. These are systems trained
in data collection, from which the system creates an algorithm that
roughly mimics the desired behavior learned from previous training and applies it to the new data. For Deep Learning development,
logical structures are used which resemble the human nervous system, with layers of processing units (artificial neurons) that specialize in detecting certain characteristics of perceived objects, coming
ever closer to resembling human perceptual power (LeCun, Bengio,
& Hinton, 2015). These algorithms have been remarkably successful
in the areas of advice/recommendation, transcription, and image
classification and recognition—usually related to services. Essentially, these systems recognize patterns and use this ability to classify input data in various ways.
An experimental model of Machine Learning application for better
resource allocation was developed in the context of homeless service
provision in a major metropolitan area (Kube, Das, & Fowler, 2018).
Data from the homeless information system was used to locate families that were experiencing repeated episodes of homelessness so that,
based on the predicted results, the allocation to a fixed number of beds
in different types of homeless resources could be improved. The proportion of families with a higher likelihood of re-admission to these
services was better predicted, and efficiency gains were achieved.
Another technological development which relies on algorithms
and can be considered a digital transition tool is artificial intelligence, which is used for its ability to analyze and cross-reference
big data and its capacity to predict and guess behaviors. Social services, which operate like neural networks, could emerge using real-time data and measuring the impact of policies more accurately
and quickly. A system called Viogen has been developed in Spain,
which has automated detection of risk for victims of gender violence using artificial intelligence. It predicts the risk level, so when
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any incident or event that could endanger the victim is detected,
warnings, alerts, and alarms are issued to social workers (González
& Garrido, 2015).
Artificial intelligence, and the algorithms on which it operates,
not only serves to improve procedures, but can also affect changes
in social behavior. It can be designed to be socially inclusive and
have a positive impact on citizens’ lives. As Dourish (2016) points
out, “the limits of the term algorithm are determined by social
commitments, rather than technological or material constraints”
(p. 3). Individual and collective behavior can be guided and modified by leveraging technology to promote social change. Elwood
& Leszczynski (2013) state that we are increasingly seeing digital
developments which seek to change behaviors, using technological devices such as smartphones. Of course, these small actions do
not address poverty’s structural causes, but they can contribute to
changing the degree of inequality in a society.
A paradigmatic example is the so-called “Robin Hood” algorithm, designed by Louail et al. (2017) which, using artificial intelligence applied to large amounts of data, attempts to reconnect the
complex web of commercial transactions and shopping itineraries
that people engage in daily. The aim is to redirect shopping to poorer
neighborhoods, so that the wealth gap between rich and poor parts
of a city is equilibrized. The study used data from 150,000 people and
95,000 businesses in two cities in Spain: Barcelona and Madrid. The
pattern shown between transactions in the area and money spent
revealed that some neighbourhoods were up to five times richer than
others. However, researchers were even more surprised to discover
that if just five percent of business transactions were changed so that
capital flowed from the richest to the poorest neighborhoods, income
inequality in those cities would be drastically reduced by as much
as 80 percent. Louail et al. (2017) see this as an important first step
towards using big data to address social problems.
Another example is proposed by Elwood et al. (2012), who study
the intersection of geographic information systems with social justice and inequality factors. In the same vein, Hager et al. (2017) has
used artificial intelligence to reduce homelessness and even prevent suicides. While the social problems are different in these cases,
the shared solution lies in combining machine learning with game
theory. Each challenge is conceptualized as a zero-sum game for
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two players against two opponents, where it is important to randomize the patterns, making it more difficult for the attackers to
find the weakest points. Hager et al. (2017) highlights that industry
peers are adopting similar approaches to detect predatory lending
or predict crop yields to help prevent hunger. Hager points out that
there is great potential in developing artificial intelligence for the
common good.

Digital Disruption
Digital transformation is motivating and triggering numerous
digital innovations, some of which can generate systemic shocks,
i.e., digital disruption. Digital disruption is often framed as a type
of environmental turbulence, induced by digital innovation, which
leads to the breakdown of boundaries and approaches which previously served as the basis for organizing a certain activity or service
(Karimi & Walter, 2015; Weill & Woerner, 2015). Digital disruption
is one of the main causes of creative destruction processes that can
shake the core of a certain sector by collapsing a conventional way
of doing things. Disruption changes the way in which a particular
service, process, or product is conceived. This process is produced
from what Sennet (2008) calls a change of domain, i.e., an approach
that emerges to break with established processes, by proposing
approaches hitherto not contemplated. These are divergent ideas,
which break with convention, and arise by mixing diverse people,
with different backgrounds, ages, and knowledge, who can look at
the same object from different perspectives. The juxtaposition of
different positions, which have rarely come together before (Nonaka et al., 1999), leads to the emergence of disruptive solutions that
can meet new expectations (Sennet, 2008). In most cases, this arises
from the original combination of previously existing elements that
may appear to be unconnected; in fact, we were simply unaware of
the connections.
Manifestations of digital disruption have been identified as
processes or artifacts that can lead to the dissolution of the sector’s
fundamental conditions. The process is organized to do things differently, thus achieving added value (El Sawy et al., 2010; Karimi &
Walter 2015).
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Digital disruption processes originate in digital innovations,
leading to changes in the established structures of sectors or organizations, and changes in their own procedures or instruments.
It can even produce changes in the identities of organizations and
professionals (Utesheva et al., 2016). Due to the speed and systemic
nature of changes in the environment, and the need to react, there
is a high level of pressure to adapt (Karimi & Walter, 2015). It is
difficult to change successful organizational structures, precisely
because they have adapted to other changes which have occurred
under previous environmental conditions (Karimi & Walter, 2015;
Lucas & Goh, 2009). In said cases, digital disruption is perceived as
a threat, generating resistance from actors who have traditionally
opted to maintain their conventional line of development, which
may now be disrupted (Karimi & Walter, 2015; Lucas & Goh, 2009),
at the same time as rapidly eroding pre-existing positions (Sandberg et al., 2014) to transform the model of how particular services,
processes, and products are delivered (Rolland et al., 2018). This
leads to the recombination of linkages between resources, sometimes facilitating more direct interactions and relationships, and
eventually generating systemic effects. In short, digital disruption,
within the framework of society’s digital transformation, leads to
the emergence of new actors which develop digital innovations,
producing combined effects on structures, practices, values and beliefs that, in turn, change, threaten, replace or complement the rules
of the game within existing ecosystems (Hinings et al., 2018).
The ability to instigate digital disruption is critical, to induce a
more progressive process which can take advantage of the changes that accompany the crucial conditions of an activity or service
(Lucas et al., 2013). A research design process to determine the
problem at hand must be initiated to provoke the digital disruption process. All stakeholders should be involved (especially target users), providing their expertise from the outset. Solutions to
problems should be approached creatively. As we can see in Figure 1, this breaks with the conventional scheme of sequentially
compartmentalized steps, rather seeking to generate deliberate
creative chaos. Creativity is achieved through the discovery of the
synergistic relationship between tacit and explicit knowledge, and
through the design of interactions that convert new, tacit, knowledge into explicit knowledge.
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Figure 1. The Digital Disruption Process

The combination of divergence and convergence, from the complementarity of disciplines, is predisposed to converting tacit and
personal knowledge into explicit, diverse, and interdisciplinary
knowledge, and can drive innovation and the development of new
solutions (Nonaka et al., 1999). These interactions take place within a
socialization framework which allows the acquisition of tacit knowledge through the sharing of experiences (Choo & Díaz, 1999). It is a
process of “converting tacit knowledge into explicit concepts through
the use of metaphors, analogies or models” (Choo & Díaz, 1999, p. 10).
Finally, the metaphorical capacity of visualization allows the transmission of thought and association, from which different perspectives on the same object of research can be expressed.
The application of blockchain technology for social purposes is a
good example of disruption. This system is a public technology log,
distributed over a network that records transactions (messages sent
from one network node to another) executed between network participants. Each transaction is verified by the network nodes according to a majority consensus mechanism, before being added to the
blockchain (Gatteschi et al., 2018a, 2018b). The recorded information
cannot be changed or deleted, and the history of each transaction can
be recreated at any time. Early adopters see it as a disruptive technology that could change many everyday activities and procedures. The
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World Food Program (WFP) unit is testing different experimental
solutions with blockchain to enable the mobility of people across territorial borders. It aims to address refugees’ problems proving their
identity when they come from war-torn countries and, therefore,
lack documentation (Kshetri & Voas, 2018). This makes it difficult for
them to have a bank account, through which they could collect social
benefits—which in turn would support social insertion and integration processes. Blockchain solutions are being experimented with, in
combination with iris readers, to verify these people’s identity, eliminating banks as intermediaries.
This approach is an example of disruption, as it entails a change
in the usual way of doing things, breaks with the usual parameters of
the ways of doing things and displaces existing actors, adds new ones,
and generates systemic changes. The result of the mixture of different
professionals from different disciplines have detected the needs of a
specific population group to implement, using technology, a new way
of doing things that makes it possible to solve a social problem.
Another example of the use of blockchain for social purposes
came in the wake of the crisis suffered by the Oxfam Intermón organization. A group of programmers in Spain has developed a system that makes NGO funding more transparent and offers donors
greater reliability. The system—already developed and tested—was
presented to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). It is a
“smart wallet,” whose access is protected by two passwords—one
held by the donor and the other by the professional on the ground—
solving the humanitarian problem in question. Both permissions
are needed to transfer the money. Donations are subject to conditions that justify the fulfilment of the purpose of the donation. For
example, if the objective is to help people with addictions, funding
is not released until the people targeted by the intervention projects, in this case, those with addictions, have proven the impact
of the actions by sending analyses free of traces of narcotic substances. If the objective is to find asylum for a refugee, the money
is sent to the wallet, which is located in the refugee camp, but is not
released until the professional sends the asylum document. This
eradicates uncertainties for donors, increasing trust, as they know
that the money has been used for a specific social purpose. The
NGO does not get paid until the objective is achieved, thus providing an incentive to both the professionals and the people it helps.
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These aspects, together, change the rules of transparency and impact assessment.

Conclusions: Towards Digital Social Work
Social workers are adopting digital media in their professional
work in a spontaneous, arbitrary manner. However, the use of digital media for the professional practice of Social Work must be based
on professionals’ digital training, so that they know how to discern
under what circumstances, and in what way, it is appropriate to
adopt which digital media. The arbitrary adoption of digital media
is not always appropriate, and to do so requires ethical and professional criteria that are in the best interests of professionals and users. With the mass penetration of highly usable digital services and
applications in society, uncertainty arises as to which digital media
can be used for professional practice, and in what way. More training is needed on cybersecurity and encryption protocols, so that
there are no loopholes through which this data can be hacked. This
requires the involvement of organizations and social workers, in
collaboration with service and application providers, to ensure said
security. Investment by organizations in the purchase of licences
that provide higher levels of encryption can help. Rather than obsess over data protection, seeking a certain balance to ensure the
security of activities in the digital world is needed. For social workers and their organizations to be able to respond to these ethical
challenges, they need to be trained, so they know how to establish
protocols for confidentiality, informed consent, and the avoidance
of mutual interference between professionals and users in the use
of these digital services.
In the context of digital transition, for the first time in history
it is becoming possible to know a person better than they know
themselves, to hack human beings, to decide for them thanks to big
data, artificial intelligence, and machine learning. These advances
can help social workers make more accurate and earlier diagnoses,
and to better allocate resources, thus avoiding a certain arbitrariness (or even discretionality). Better services can emerge, operating
as neural networks, measuring the impact of their policies more
accurately, building on greater transparency and better distribution
of resources.
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Digital transition projects are being developed primarily by
technologists, sometimes using large amounts of data from social
services users. The data used are extremely sensitive, and a clear
humanitarian approach which takes ethical criteria into account is
needed to know to what extent they can be used. Social workers
must participate from the outset in the design and prototyping of
these technological solutions, considering ethics in the design and
application of technology to specific contexts, to incorporate the humanitarian approach in the improvement of services and processes.
The development of digital solutions is proving to have certain
vulnerabilities, as the design of these media has on occasion reproduced bias that discriminates against certain groups based on
gender, race, ethnicity, etc. The design may reflect the biases of the
people designing these solutions, and may implicitly correlate race,
gender, or a certain ethnicity with failure. Machine learning systems learn this correlation and reflect it; hence they essentially encode bias (Osoba, 2017). Such biases are not errors caused by digital
means—such as artificial intelligence or Machine Learning—but by
the data used to train it, or by people failing to understand the limitations of their training data.
For Social Work, there are significant examples where data
being used by the administration affects users of social services.
One example affects people who have undergone rehabilitation
processes related to addiction issues. These processes, which rely
on drug user databases, are being monitored with artificial intelligence. However, these systems, which help to improve surveillance,
should delete names after five to seven years; however, there have
been many instances where this has not been the case. This can permanently stigmatize people who temporarily had a problem and
went through a difficult phase at one point in time, but which they
have now overcome.
To ensure that the digital transition does not accentuate inequalities, digital rights and ethical risks must not be neglected, while ensuring that algorithms can be scrutinised in their design, rather than
becoming black boxes that reproduce designers’ prejudices.
For Social Work to contribute as a key player in the global conversation on the governance of the digital transition, with a mission to incorporate this technological humanism approach, it must
participate in public-private, scientific community and civil society
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partnerships. It requires building algorithms not only with predictive capabilities, but also with elements of predictability. Social
Work must prompt the digital transition to be socially inclusive.
The algorithms designed should not only improve services and
procedures, but should also seek to make an impact on citizens’
well-being.
The move from digital transition to digital disruption in Social Work requires, on the one hand, more research on how radical
ideas are generated in the digital context, and how the potential
for producing digital disruption can be assessed. To instigate digital disruption, professionals and their organizations must be empowered to avoid being displaced in the emergence of new ways
of doing. Organizations and their professionals must break down
resistance to change to do so. Involving social work organizations,
practitioners, and academics in this task is essential, as disruption
starts from a deep knowledge of a given sector. In any case, whether organizations and their professionals adapt or not, the university
training of new Social Work graduates (especially at the post-graduate level) must be accomplished using a transdisciplinary vision,
which directly and indirectly connects seemingly unconnected realities and disciplines.
Training should be rapidly designed, based on the combination
and complementarity of disciplines, disposed to converting tacit
and personal knowledge into explicit, diverse, and interdisciplinary knowledge, and which can drive disruption for the development of new services and processes (Nonaka et al., 1999). This happens not by using the complementarity of pre-existing traditional
disciplines, which are related, but from those that transgress the
conventional, and which apparently have nothing to do with each
other. Bringing together a technologist with a social worker, a philosopher, a lawyer, and even other disparate disciplines may seem,
to say the least, strange and irrational. However, only from diverse
logics, from diverse people, with different experiences, knowledge,
and ages, can different ways of seeing an object emerge which may
lead to disruption. Generating synergies from this combinatorial
logic can often prove challenging in practice. However, to avoid this
digitization of services, processes, and procedures leading to digital exclusion, users must be involved in the design and prototyping
process. Pre-testing these solutions with the target profile can help
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to better design them—especially when they involve digital applications that need to be used by the target audience themselves.
In short, Social Work must find the position and approach to
participate in the contemporary digital era, to develop solutions to
social problems with the support of digital media, whether from
adaptation, from digital transition, or from digital disruption. To
this end, the Digital Social Work paradigm has been conceptualized, emphasizing the idea that Social Work actors must participate
in the design of the digital agenda. Social work actors must give
voice to the most vulnerable, humanize technology with ethical criteria, and fight to preserve citizens’ digital rights. They must also
promulgate the participation of social workers—from a transdisciplinary vision—in the design and prototyping of digital solutions,
attenuating the different digital gaps (of access, use and participation) by promoting the digital training of professionals and users
themselves (Castillo de Mesa, 2019). This requires breaking down
resistance to change. The alternative is worse: being displaced as a
profession-discipline by those who do seize this opportunity.
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Social Work and Participation
in the Digital Environment
Rafael Acebes Valentín

Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia, Spain
In this article, I present a set of communication strategies aimed at creating
both online and offline communities based on an analysis of communication
and participation in digital environments. These strategies seek to enhance
convergence and congregation with the aim of achieving the best possible
outcome from a thesis-antithesis-synthesis approach, a priority of digital
social work.
Keywords: Digital social work, collaborative and sensitive communication,
civic participation.

Introduction
“Understanding before acting is vital,
but understanding without acting would be suicide.”
—Luciano Floridi

Social participation and communication are fundamental, mutually linked professional intervention strategies that are being redefined in a social environment characterized by superdiversity (Guido & Rasinger, 2020) and digitalization (López Peláez & Marcuello,
2018). This article provides reflections on the participatory social interventions performed in civic centers in the city of Segovia, Spain,
from 2018 to 2020 using e-social work or digital social work (López
Peláez et al., 2018). E-government, implemented in Segovia in 2013
(Martín, 2013), has become a priority for local authorities in Spain
and has increased exponentially due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In
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spite of this, e-social work in Spain currently lacks clear strategies
to manage communication practices in the digital environment.
This is reportedly the result of individualism, short-termism, and
opposition between groups that exclude each other. The previously-mentioned factors lead to the fragmentation of societies and the
creation of isolated bubbles and populist dynamics of confrontation
that leave little room for mutual understanding. A challenge for
e-social work produced by this dynamic, which is also reproduced
in social networks, is to develop online and offline social participation strategies that facilitate dialogue, consensus, and debate
based on science and scientific reasoning (López Peláez et al., 2020).
Consistent with this, social intervention projects in Segovia, Spain
highlight the fact that in order to encourage social participation, we
need to design a model of respectful communication that does not
exalt only one’s own interests but makes the “other” visible.
Participation in a digital environment requires concrete strategies and achievable objectives that generate enthusiasm. The
achievement of objectives, in turn, should serve as an incentive to
encourage participation in a passionate and stimulating way. The
value of communication facilitated by social workers is fundamental (IASSW-AIETS, 2020). Over the course of human history, and
especially as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has become increasingly evident that we are fully interdependent beings. We are
not alone but are together as one people. Our shared circumstances
should motivate us to help others, given that if we cannot save others, we cannot save ourselves (Ortega y Gasset, 1995). This Spanish
philosopher also argued that we are aspirational beings, and that
our desire for self-improvement should help us overcome our deficiencies to become the best that we can be. Reportedly, this process requires inspiration and creativity, both of which thrive when
shared. Smith & Davidson (2014), in particular, propose that social
participation enhances the virtues of both inspiration and creativity. For this reason, in a digitally amplified world, communication
strategies should focus on promoting participation for the common
good. Many people will agree that the best way to solve problems
is to prevent them. Prevention may be the best medicine, and communication is a tool to motivate and educate individuals on how to
practice it.
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The Importance of Shared Semantics for Digital Participation
Participation in the digital society is largely dependent on online communication; therefore, people’s digital competencies will
play a key role in the success of any participatory process. We
should keep in mind, however, the very nature of digital social networks presents opportunities as well as challenges and limitations
(Davies, 2019). Currently, digitalization represents a challenge and
an opportunity for our discipline. This challenge will require the
reinvention of models and systems needed for social work interventions. The expectation is that better knowledge, skills, and abilities
at all levels will lead to greater personal and professional fulfillment. That is, we seek greater specialization of social work through
technology to address new realities within a context of uncertainty
(Muñoz de Dios, 2017).
Humans are first and foremost linguistic animals; our being, our
memories, our actions, and our desires are all shaped and articulated
through language. Individuals make choices that shape their personal reality by seizing life’s opportunities in a process that makes each
one unique. Consequently, our communication patterns reflect a vision of the world in which we have evolved. At the same time, we
can modify and redefine our relational and communication models
by becoming actively involved in this change process. This can be
achieved through the creation of a cognitive internal communication
strategy and an external strategy with others through dialogue. We
communicate our view of ourselves through words, making it possible for others to participate in our evolving reality, thoughts, feelings,
desires, and aspirations. It is up to us to take control of that reality or
let others lead us into undesirable circumstances (Acebes Valentín,
2020). We cannot overemphasize the importance of self-acceptance,
even when we do not accomplish everything we intended, given that
there are many factors that may impact life outcomes. These include
the fact that goal attainment is a non-linear process, that life is not
black and white, but a multicolor prism through which we can perceive reality in very different ways, and that different perceptions
will motivate us to act differently.
Professions with “meaning” aim to improve people’s relationships and the environment that surrounds them often through
communication (Acebes Valentín, 2020, p. 41). The ultimate goal is
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to improve people’s living conditions through science, caring, and
commitment. Such professions are characterized by transversality,
given that they analyze the intersections of time and space in the
environments in which they operate. By using the individual’s own
reality as a starting point, professionals can validate their narrative
by acknowledging each individual story. In recognizing the individual’s story, their identity is objectified, founded, and made universal. Furthermore, through the evaluation and analysis of social
interventions and the development of strategies, we can help them
achieve personal and collective fulfillment, with scientific rigor.
The procedural legitimacy provided by ethics ensures a continuous process of shared transformation focused on the common
good. This is done, not in an abstract but rather in a candid way
that is connected to all tangible things through an attentive and a
caring attitude that binds people together (Esquirol, 2018). According to Ortega y Gasset (1957/1963, p. 43), “The life that is given to us
is not given to us already made, but instead each of us has to make
it for himself, we have to make it our own.”
In 2020, citizens and professionals had to reinvent themselves at
lightning speed in an environment of ever-changing uncertainty:
first due to the COVID-19 motivated lockdown and immediately after, in the case of social work, by becoming one of society’s essential
services. Professionals were required to develop relationships and
provide support in a context of COVID-19, indignation, grief, fear,
and other problems.
In her book Social Diagnosis, Mary E. Richmond (2005) placed
value on listening, mutual understanding, flexibility, and comprehension. The author of this article proposes fully embracing those
values again to weave a social fabric that includes the new digital
reality that has transformed communication. Paradoxically, things
that seemed impersonal before, such as a video call, are now a
source of joy during the lockdown, and produce the same level of
excited anticipation as waiting for a face-to-face meeting. This was
echoed in the online course Camino hacia una mejor participación ciudadana [The Road to Better Citizen Participation] (Fundación UNED,
2020). Even going outside at eight p.m. in Spain to applaud health
workers and other essential workers became a catharsis for feelings
of collective gratitude for their work. These workers on a daily basis
aim at taking care of citizens’ needs.
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During periods of social distancing, social networks have become a substitute for hugs, and virtual connections have been an
outlet for our emotions and feelings. Yet in spite of the obvious
value of virtual connections, we still believe there is no substitute
for face-to-face or in-person interactions. A hug, a conversation in
which you use your five senses, a handshake, closing your eyes and
saying, “I’m so sorry” when someone who is suffering opens their
heart to you cannot be replaced by a virtual connection. We also acknowledge that our current physical or social distance has prompted us to become better persons. As a result, we now make a greater
effort to let people know that we are there for them and that we are
a community.
How can we best achieve a feeling of community? Evidently,
our professional capacity to promote the individual is essential, but
we also need to intervene at the community level. We need to engage in trajectories and relationships that focus on both the individual and the community. In the face of new and global realities, proposals must be formulated and strategies designed to achieve good
communication with shared responsibility while adapting to each
person’s realities. If the individual is individŭus (indivisible), then so
too is the digital society. We are all interconnected and cannot remain on the sidelines of the “whole.” Our identity is both personal
and social. The common good must start with oneself, but from the
understanding that we as individuals are part of the whole. Each
person has rights but also shared responsibilities that must be assumed collectively (Rendueles, 2020).
We are aspirational beings experiencing a crisis of collective values (Cortina, 2010). Priority is often given to an individualistic logic
when responding to problems, satisfying needs, resolving situations,
etc. (Cortina, 2020). Despite the social welfare system, community
practices are not encouraged, and most social workers intervene only
with individuals or families. In addition, collective actions usually
target specific groups or sectors and not the entire population. This
weakens community and neighborhood interventions, which are
usually left to other professionals with lower professional status or
salary to monitor (Acebes Valentín & Delgado Mariscal, 2016). Solidarity fades away, and the relational logic of assistance is commercialized under the need-resource framework that ignores personal
capacities and social possibilities. Such types of assistance usually
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focus on individual demand and not on preventing community
needs. Entities and associations tend to reproduce this type of system. As a result, this “model” of society that lacks collective values is
not questioned, and the weight of responsibility for decision-making
falls on the individual (López Peláez, 2015a).
For many years, participation has been influenced by vested interests and an ideology of individualism that has led to a participation
crisis. This model of participation does not always seek interrelation,
coexistence in diversity, solidarity, etc. (De Sousa Santos y Aguiló,
2019). Democracy requires recognizing the legitimacy of the other.
Inequality increases when ethics, pain, discomfort, loneliness, etc.,
are trivialized. Inequality is not experienced by society as a whole,
but only by those who are subjected to it and suffer its consequences.
Many people view relationships as transactions, as zero-sum games,
with winners and losers, leading to a radicalization of individuality
(López Peláez, 2015a). If we seek individual success in the process of
“aspiring to be the best we can be,” then some will undoubtedly be
successful, but what will happen to those who fall by the wayside?
Unfortunately, our current professional and organizational styles are
not contributing to the creation of a more inclusive society (López
Peláez & Gómez, 2019). This leads us to wonder, what do we gain if
we cannot collectively succeed?
The current situation, however, should not make us long for
years past. Historically society has had principles, values, and common beliefs, yet it has also been at the mercy of fear, sin, and transgression. As a result, many people, including women and other disadvantaged groups, have had their freedom curtailed. These groups
have not achieved the sought-after freedom and equality, despite
their efforts. Professions such as social work have become bureaucratized (Hernández-Echegaray, 2017) while the day-to-day work of
social services has exposed the dominance of an institutional logic
over community practice as a preferred method of intervention (Acebes Valentín & Delgado Mariscal, 2016). This makes it very difficult
to promote models of participation in the public sector or through
entities that are directly or indirectly financed by the government.
Such entities are not likely to be critical or call established norms into
question. Instead, they find it easier to seek support and consensus
through clientelism and by avoiding conflict.

140

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Certain population groups seem dissatisfied with the concept of
“common sense,” meaning “the sense of community.” Many young
people, in particular, cannot find a space for themselves in the institutional relational logic, nor in an associative fabric that often adheres to old ways of doing things when social policies targeted the
needs and sought the benefit of other groups (Moreno et al., 2012).
The situation seems to be exacerbated by the fact that some people
may be more prone to relational illiteracy and encounter difficulties
in socializing because of their limited capacities and the development of new technologies (López Peláez & Gómez Ciriano, 2020).
The previously described scenario helps us understand why we
often neglect community social work and experience professional
somnambulism. As a result, we tend to react to the consequences of problems instead of trying to eradicate their causes (Acebes
Valentín & Delgado Mariscal, 2016).
Our social interventions over the past two years in Segovia have
highlighted the need for collective action. We have learned that relationships and communication must involve the people around you,
and those within close proximity in the neighborhood, the town, or
the city. We also learned that we should promote full engagement
through useful and accessible online and offline communication as
we work to help clients help themselves. This will, in turn, increase
collaboration and facilitate people’s empowerment and self-determination. In the resulting state of coexistence, we should be able to
actively talk, propose, agree, or disagree. We must move away from
self-centeredness and towards understanding that in this shared
life many others are worse off than we are. This way of thinking
was promoted in civic centers through associations which were
given the responsibility of managing time and shared spaces and
organizing joint activities (Acebes Valentín, 2018). We propose that
we will have failed if we leave anyone behind with a negative or
outdated worldview, because if one person suffers, we all suffer.
We also assert that shared semantics are essential in order to adequately respond to today’s collective challenges.
Prevention and Promotion in Participation
In our intervention projects, we have observed how participation devoid of guidelines and strategies does not improve
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decision-making. On the contrary, it encourages patterns of communication based on simplification and irrationality that spread
from social networks to personal interactions. We have witnessed
ideologically-driven and non-technical speeches during professional meetings involving various organizations stating that, “if you are
not with me you are against me.” These aim at destroying the opponents and convincing us that nothing can change the mechanisms
that reproduce domination (Acebes Valentín, 2018).
These mechanisms that reproduce social dominance and individual resignation are often magnified during times in which fake
news is disguised as post-truth (López Peláez & Gómez Ciriano,
2019). Furthermore, during times of lax, crude, and harsh language,
being a victim often becomes a status symbol (Giglioni, 2017).
Many people feel offended when they are told they are not right
or when they hear reasoned arguments contrary to their thinking.
They seem to operate from a position of constant conflict and struggle (Giglioni, 2017). We could instead choose to handle situations
through caring and attention. Instead of denouncing, we could
enunciate, and instead of opposing, we could propose. Finally, we
could make digitalization a basic resource available to all segments
of the population to strengthen community and enhance prevention, while valuing all citizens (López Peláez, 2020a).
We should become more humane and raise the level of debate.
To this end, we must create relationships characterized by understanding. We must start with clear communication and the understanding that we may ultimately agree or disagree in order to
reach consensus or express dissent within a framework of plurality,
tolerance, and respect. Collaborative communication is paramount
(Acebes Valentín & López Calonge, 2020). If we provide services
without educating users, then we will not promote civic awareness
or form a community. Consistent with this, we need to ask ourselves, how can we raise public awareness? First, in order to attack
the root cause of problems, individuals need to be more socially
involved. We need to help them become the protagonists of their
own destinies. Furthermore, instead of telling them, we should encourage persons to tell us what they need and how they would like
to solve their problems (Acebes Valentín, 2019, p. 532).
We should not only rely on personal preferences, favorite hobbies, or sympathies, nor should we rely only on our good intentions
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or ideology, given that we all bring conscious and unconscious biases to the university or professional practice. We cannot rely on
an academic or professional “do-goodism” that identifies our emotions and feelings as truth without critically reflecting on our previous conditioning. Instead, we need methods and techniques that
will enable us to adequately describe reality and explain how we
reach our conclusions. From then on, with science “under our belt,”
we will be able to advance diagnosis, intervention, and evaluation
(López Peláez & Marcuello-Servós, 2019, p. 11). Social participation
needs to be nurtured or it dies. Because of this, we propose an
approach of coexistence and understanding. This approach represents a path and a process that is forged a day at a time through
capacitation and encouragement. More than ever before, we need
scientific rigor, the acquisition of expert knowledge, and attitudes
that will promote the mission of social work.
Human Nature and Participation
Frameworks, forms, channels, and trajectories are important
factors in social participation and in any walk of life. Nevertheless,
we should ask ourselves the following questions before we decide
to act: (a) How can we improve the processes of participation? (b)
How can we best educate our fellow citizens to engage in civic participation? and (c) What communication approaches should the social work professional adopt and implement?
Given that we are relational beings, others always participate
in our environment. We are who we are as a result of our relationships with others, taking part in social activities and creating mechanisms to solve conflicts and strengthen agreement (López Peláez,
2020d). Humans need to engage in collective activities. Social engagement is part of the human essence, and the lack of it can lead
to unwanted isolation. We interact with others because we consider
others legitimate. With this as a foundation, we seek ways to advance our shared reality by reaching agreements and respecting
dissent. Participation shapes our way of being, our personality, our
relational dynamics. We are who we are as a result of our participation in civic and social life. Finally, participation based on communication is a defining element of citizenship (Lasso, 2019).
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Aristotle proposed that we are by nature social animals, language animals, and participatory animals. Because of this, anyone
who does not partake in society is either a beast or a god, but not a
human being (Aristóteles, 2011). At times we seem to have lost this
self-awareness. Tonucci (2004) asserts that we must reconnect to the
awareness that adults were too busy focusing on other interests to
care about their children. Rogers (2000) talked about the need to
create sustainable cities where beauty and function complement
each other, making them a meeting place that favors social contact.
These cities would be just, beautiful, creative, ecological, compact,
polycentric, and diverse, cities where all people feel they belong.
These spaces can be understood as a living organism that consumes
products and generates waste, but also produces relationships and
generates life. Han (2012) urges us to see the other, despite our fatigue. According to him, participation is not uniformity. It is meeting one another; it is being able to see our collective reality.
Our dream is to transform society by putting into practice the
theories proposed by Vygotsky (1978), Beck (1988), Giddens (1971),
Habermas (1987), or the educational theory of Freire (1986). These
theories see collaborative communication as a facilitator and catalytic element of this new reality where the Internet becomes the
global city (Acebes Valentín & López Calonge, 2020).
As previously stated, participation must be based on the legitimacy of the other, and the understanding that agreements are
transactions in which those involved should accept one another.
We live in an incredibly diverse society that includes multiple social, economic, cultural, educational, and professional groups and
circumstances. Within this context, one of the risks of non-participation is isolation and becoming invisible. For this reason, we need
to rescue invisible population subgroups to stop unwanted loneliness (López Peláez, 2016). Participation strategies should stem from
the characteristics of society and available technology while being
culturally sensitive. Participation is only effective if we pay attention to the way we relate to each other.
Meaningful dialogue becomes unlikely if we believe participation must revolve around “me” instead of being a way to expand,
improve, and find solutions. Participation must be promoted from a
caring perspective and must be used as a means to bring us together
and help us to see our oneness. Participation in digital intervention
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strategies must be sensitive to our environment and in a reality of
tangible proximity, everything must come together as a coherent
whole. Sometimes with meager budgets and limited resources (De
Andrés del Campo, 2020).
Socialization is achieved through interactions with others and
as we internalize strategies to reach consensus and manage conflicts (Marina, 1998). We become fellow citizens when we get involved and participate in social life. We need to organize ourselves
to become the protagonists of our lives while recognizing the other. This will enable us to co-produce and co-govern the neighborhood, the town, the city, and the social environment. Furthermore,
this would make it possible for us to solve problems, respond to
demands, needs, and claims, and design sustainable contexts
(Krznaric, 2020) where people can live in a truly “connected” world.
Social Participation in the Digital Society
How can we turn our digital world into a caring space? López
Peláez (2020b) argues that this can be achieved through expert scientific knowledge. Science is the gateway to objective independence
because it gives us the opportunity to verify truth. We live in emotional communities, identity bubbles that sometimes build parallel
realities. Some collectives and communities reject other people, assign them labels, employ clichés, and thus depersonalize and dehumanize them (Hochschild, 2019).
We need reliable information, transparency, and authentic communication to participate in social life. The role of the expert in participation is to reduce fear and increase trust. We need to recognize
the value of knowledge, not just give value to emotions. Empirical data are not opinions and cannot be countered with opinions.
We cannot afford to devalue scientific knowledge and professional
practice. In the face of alternative truths, scientific knowledge must
be legitimized and relevant. The great merit of Roman civilization
was its law, a mechanism it employed to verify truth. A way to establish a final result in science is to resolve by trial and error, by
experimenting and evaluating results (López Peláez, 2020d, p. 2).
Knowledge must be pitted against misinformation and fake news
by introducing digital resources in the dynamics of participation
with clarity and simplicity and explaining with a generous attitude
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what is being discussed. To this end, we need to raise the level of
debate and avoid the scenario where people who are moved by
emotions end up making decisions contrary to the common good
and even their own interests.
A basic objective of participation in this context is to diminish
fear and misinformation by opening a space beyond the partisan
debate that is as plural and diverse as possible. If we do not have a
rational space with clear, consensual rules, in which verified facts
are legitimized in the face of what has been called “alternative
facts,” then we will not be able to reach consensus. The Internet is a
meeting place where interaction could facilitate more decisive participation and a greater capacity for analysis, reflection, connection,
and convergence. In this society, characterized by the immediacy
of social networks and the urgency to organize ourselves with few
words, we need to give ourselves a relational space with time to be
able to reach agreement, to define the facts independently of our
desires or whether we are doing well or not, and to prevent people
from radically altering reality and engaging in actions based on violent or brutal decisions. The processes of substitution, change, and
improvement must be viable and healthy to make societies more
integrated and avoid isolated bubbles (López Peláez, 2020c).
A climate of respect must prevail, even in critical situations,
so that projects can emerge in situations of conflict or limited resources. Disseminating verified information, presenting best practices, and creating spaces for participation and debate in an online
context all help to avoid a newly emerging syndrome: relational
illiteracy (López Peláez, 2015a). The inability to communicate is a
consequence of a society that promotes fierce individualism where
persons define themselves as the only actors in their lives (López
Peláez, 2015b). This socializes and shapes individuals in such
a way that they lose the social skills that previously would have
been automatically incorporated into their being through the process of socialization to establish communication and participation.
We cannot allow this to happen. The digital environment, caring,
and participation must all go hand in hand. Inclusive civic or social
participation is paramount. Such participation must recognize the
legitimacy of all parties and agree to mutual concessions to make
individual aspirations and shared life possible. We need to promote
emotional intelligence (Zubiri, 1980).
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Never before have we been so connected to each other while
lacking so much authenticity. It takes time to become whole as human beings. During that growth process, our own or shared experiences often allow us to have epiphanies that help us understand
ourselves better and give us a vision of what we wish to become.
We propose that one such moment may have been the COVID-19
pandemic. Assuming that horizontal and dialogical attitude requires creativity, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, collaboration, teamwork, and decision-making skills, among others. The
individual must be communicative, open to dialogue, collaborative,
organized, determined, and emotionally stable (Acebes Valentín,
2020, p. 284); this is a communication strategy that social workers
can develop and implement through language centered on daily
life. This process entails dialogue focused on “attentive” listening,
interpersonal engagement, and relevance to enable individuals to
become the best that they can be.
As a means for socialization, the community reminds us that
the more prevention work we do at the global level, the less individual palliative care will be needed. To this end, we need to answer
the following questions as we work to develop stronger communities: (1) What type of social work is needed to increase collective
participation? (2) What type of online and offline tools are needed?
(3) What communication strategies should we apply? and (4) What
contexts, processes, and areas need social work interventions?

Conclusion: Communication Strategies to Promote
Social Participation for the Common Good
At the local administrative level, where more than 70% of social
workers in Spain perform their professional activities, citizen civic
and social engagement has become a priority. As part of our efforts
to increase participation, it has become necessary to strengthen
the social skills of citizens and promote good communication. In
his book, The Prince (2004), Machiavelli argues that a “friend-enemy” logic is very effective, and that negative emotions and hatred
sometimes motivate and mobilize people more than affection or
reasoning. However, a democratic society must ensure that the dynamics of confrontation of the “logic” of friends and enemies and
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“divide and rule” are limited and that their space for interaction is
reduced. This requires engagement and relevance, because strategies to increase social participation require time and can only be
built through shared experiences. Working together forges bonds
and draws people out of themselves. Participation helps individuals understand their relational environment, offers different ways
of seeing, of organizing, and of understanding the expectations of
others. It provides a space for discovery and common actions and
affords the opportunity to expand one’s relational environment.
Participation open individuals up to the world.
In this global world, the need for social workers to communicate more effectively is increasingly more evident. We are observing
how social work professionals use these media in a spontaneous
way. Their effort is undeniable. However, we need to develop strategies that improve organizational and professional competencies so
that better results are achieved. Social work, its organizations and
professionals, must be prepared to accept the challenge of research
and intervention in this new scenario. This is especially necessary
because new technologies favor key aspects such as greater connectivity, closeness, and socialization, as well opportunities for information and knowledge exchange. (Castillo Mesa, 2018, p. 212)
Our superdiverse society provides us with many opportunities to learn from one another. Such learning, however, must take
place from the perspective of the ethics of care (Toro Arango, 2014).
By participating in a complex world, individuals have reflexive experiences that enable them to become more critical and increase
their capacity to co-create. Participation is a relational dynamic
that helps people achieve their aims and accept their failures; in
short, participation teaches us to live and coexist. Consequently, the
implementation of communication strategies is essential to social
work. Our social interventions in Segovia are based on the work of
López Peláez (2020e) and De Andrés del Campo (2020), and follow
the strategy outlined below:
1. Give importance and dedicate time and space to communication with yourself and with others.
2. Identify people’s relational and cultural environment to
facilitate listening, understanding, and dialogue.
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3. Develop relationships with people, in a climate of trust,
openness, generosity, and loyalty.
4. Always respect people; if their opinions are not ethically acceptable, disagree with them calmly and rationally.
5. Nurture relationships by being consistent and developing a
deeper understanding of our human condition.
6. Emphasize the logic of “being” over the logic of “having.”
7. Reclaim meeting spaces by providing others with space for
free and intimate exchanges.
8. Strengthen interpersonal relationships by trying to reach
agreement, by respecting them, or engaging in reasonable
dissent.
9. Accept failures and successes by cultivating moderation
and temperance.
10. Share moments of creativity and joy by rejecting the aggressiveness and victimization commonly found in the social
networks.
In short, we need to respect the rights and responsibilities inherent in our social condition, while focusing on our human essence through heartfelt communication (Acebes Valentín, 2020).
The role of the social work profession in the process of creating stronger digital communities is critical. Communication keeps
us interconnected and avoids relational illiteracy and unwanted
loneliness. E-social work must serve to broaden our capacity for
communication and accomplish greater goals via a combination of
principles, synthesis, and a search for the common good.
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This article addresses the use of Information and Communication Technologies within the Social Work discipline. It highlights the necessity to reanalyze and reconceptualize our intervention strategies, due to the widespread
use of digital technologies, and the importance of having academic study
plans that include the necessary digital rights and abilities. The challenges
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This article seeks to identify and discuss ethical dilemmas associated with digital social work interventions, particularly within
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, it seeks to
discuss how the use of digital technologies may ethically affect the
relationship between service users and professionals. It also aims
at identifying the digital skills users and social workers need to
gain access to resources, services, and rights. In order to accomplish
this, the article identifies philosophical postulates that shed light on
these matters.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, we were able to observe our
fragility as human beings along with the unpredictability of contingencies. In this new context, the needed creativity of the interventions in hostile scenarios and the emerge of digital communication, gave a new value to the toolbox available to social work
professionals to deploy as part of the new digital interventions. In
the new communication and connectivity scenarios, created by the
advancement of technology, digital tools provide new possibilities
to analyze our intervention strategies. Digitalization has brought
about both opportunities and limitations to our professional practices, depending on how each professional uses available tools.
The heavy use of digital technologies makes pertinent a discussion of new issues associated with their use: (a) working hours are
not well established by employers or by the society that demands
social services; (b) the skills required for the use of technologies
that often contribute to social exclusion; and (c) the need to explain
the confidentiality of the information collected by these tools to
professionals or service users. All of these challenges have been
magnified by the rapid digital transformation.
There seems to be agreement in academic circles that virtual
teaching is here to stay. Other constants include the role of universities related to study plans, interactive and collaborative work, virtual communication, and educational technologies. Understanding
these phenomena is critical to increase inclusion and narrow the
digital gap affecting the most vulnerable sectors. For this reason,
training and resources must be included in virtual programs. Furthermore, this article critically discusses the use of technologies in
social work interventions, focusing on the use of digital tools in
everyday life and related ethical implications.
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Given the prominence of digital interventions amid the pandemic, we will discuss philosophical postulates related to questions
and challenges about their application. Finally, we will discuss the
practical applications of educational technologies from the point of
view of the people, realities, and resources involved.

Philosophical Considerations
Related to Ethics and Morals
It is essential to identify the conceptual framework for our work
as we discuss the ethics associated with the use of technologies in
social work practice. First, we need to consider the various possible
interpretations of ethos, drawn from the different perspectives developed by the philosophical discipline of ethics (or theory of morals); these are heterogeneous perspectives that enable us to respond
to and solve different problems that are conditioned by socio-historical contexts and their related ideologies.
We propose that following the contributions of Mario Heler (2002), morality became circumscribed to the individual sphere,
referring to the habits, uses, and traditions maintained by certain
groups, while ethics is established as criticism and reflection of these
habits, uses, and traditions, within a social or collective sphere. Cazzaniga (2019) proposes that ethics as a discipline seeks to address,
reflect on, and argue about moral problems. According to this author,
morality includes the principles, norms, and values, transmitted by
diverse social groups at a certain time and historical context. This is
transmitted to future generations as principles about what is considered good and just while maintaining and reproducing the union
and identity of these social sectors. Therefore, from this perspective,
moral standards have a strong conservative bias.
The construction of morality is closely linked to specific social-historical contexts and more specifically to the struggles of
power held by certain sectors of society at a given time. Society’s
power structures facilitate the imposition of socially reached norms
and consensus, which may be later revisited in another historical
moment depending on the social interaction that takes place, both
to maintain them and modify those power structures (Heler, 2008).
This temporary nature of morality does not necessarily lead to the
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disappearance of the hegemonic morality in society; however, it
makes possible the establishment of new norms (Mamblona, 2019).
The dynamic nature of ethical positions is remarkable. It is characterized by repeated attempts to respond to specific situations within given historical moments. This attempt to find solutions to specific problems of individuals as social and historical beings requires
that we adopt a critical attitude (Herrera, 2019).
We agree with Cazzaniga (2019) in that reflection and debate
about ethics does not belong exclusively to certain academic and
intellectual circles, as has been traditionally proposed. Criticism
should not be limited to the intellectual domain, dissociating it from
active resistance to inequality and oppression (Heler, 2008, p. 9). An
advantage of ethical reflexivity is that it allows us to make decisions
about our professional practices, while considering the inequality
that affects our relationship with others. Ethical criticism allows us
to create the conditions needed to question and transform accepted
or challenged moral norms (Cazzaniga, 2019).

Ethics and Social Work
Ethics forces us to ask ourselves why we should implement a
given intervention as part of our professional practice. Ethics helps
us evaluate our professional actions in relation to targeted problems, interventions, and how that is associated to implemented
strategies. Our ethical critical analysis also allows us to reflect on
our professional practice, considering what values motivated and
guided our interventions (Mamblona, 2019).
Iamamoto (2004) proposes three foundational dimensions of
our profession and of each social work intervention: (a) the theoretical-epistemological dimension; (b) the technical-instrumental dimension; and (c) the ethical-political dimension. The ethical-political
dimension, in particular, encompasses the values, goals, and the
intentions that direct and promote professional interventions. This
dimension views political complexity and power relations as antagonistic and as indicative of the values existing in every society.
Cazzaniga (2019) emphasizes the importance of incorporating
ethical reflexivity in the political dimension to avoid reducing ethics
to values, goals, and intentions, while disregarding the tensions that
stem from professional interventions within specific socio-historical
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contexts. This reflexivity allows us to understand and question decisions made as part of our professional practice. For this reason,
reflexivity plays a predominant role in social interventions characterized by inequality between professionals and users. Likewise, the
incorporation of ethics enables us to revise and judge the norms and
procedures associated to specific interventions.
We must engage in this ethical critical reflexivity at each stage
of the professional intervention.
Based on these arguments, the political dimension allows us to
contextualize our professional intervention through the historical and juncture analysis, identify competing forces and interests,
and among other things, develop and revise strategies. Nevertheless, a good political analysis is not sufficient if we do not have a
conceptual or theoretical understanding of the different phenomena taking place in a given historical moment, nor epistemological clarity. Ethical reflection is necessary to avoid perpetuating
the status quo and instead break or at least attempt to break it.
(Cazzaniga, 2019, p. 71)

Therefore, the limits and scope of social work interventions
must be reconceptualized and determined through ethical reflexivity. It is necessary to analyze implemented techniques and tools,
considering the ethical risk associated to professional actions: “ethical mistakes, ethical decisions, and ethical misconduct” (Reamer,
2013, p. 170). It is important to identify the potential consequences
of professional choices made at each step of the intervention on the
people we serve. For this reason, a critical ethical perspective must
inform professional decisions. We should question what already
exists (Heler, 2008), and rethink and modify preconceived norms
based on the ethical reflexivity.

Social Work in the Information Age
Social practices and social contexts have required the modification of intervention methods throughout history. Historical events
determine professional practices, but the same situation may not
always require the same interventions. For this reason, each profession must engage in theory testing and theory building, to better
respond to new challenges and to stay relevant (Cazzaniga, 2019).
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Since the end of the 20th century, we have witnessed a significant
increase in the use of technology and microelectronics. Currently,
technology plays a central role in the development of societies and
is part of our daily lives. Castells (1997) stated that “technology does
not determine society” (p. 30), even though “technology (or the lack
of it) reflects the capacity of societies to transform themselves” (p.
32). The context of constant technological development has modified forms of social interaction and consolidated new political and
economic structures. Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) play a significant role in promoting the autonomy of individuals and shaping the way they negatively or positively interact.
New applications and technological tools cannot control the consequences of their use, nor the way how they are used, however, they
open up a wide range of possibilities for professional intervention
and social interaction.
Within this context, ICTs have spread across the social work discipline, facilitating the creation of new methods of social intervention
with the support of electronic devices. This undoubtedly represents
a challenge for our profession, as it requires rethinking intervention
guiding principles without losing sight of the impact these new ways
of intervention may have on the users’ population. Reamer (2013)
stated, “creative and fruitful innovation in a profession requires its
practitioners to push the boundaries of traditional practice in a constructive effort to create, implement, and evaluate new, yet effective
ways of helping people who struggle in life” (p. 171).
According to López Peláez and Marcuello (2018b), digital social
work may be considered a specialty of the profession that uses digital technologies to investigate, plan, execute, and assess intervention
strategies online. The digital world represents a new setting for professional social work practice that redefines the needs of the users of
social services, and the responses and action plans of the professional community. It has been proposed that digital social work:
… can be defined as a social work field that enables us to identify the needs of individuals, communities, and groups, develop
interventions, conduct research, and design public policies. …[it]
includes online research, patient treatment (individual therapy,
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group, and community dynamics), the training and teaching of
social workers, and the monitoring of social service programs.
(López Peláez & Marcuello, 2018b, p. 801)

This new conceptualization of the role of social workers and their professional practice redefines the relationship between the professional
and service users in three aspects: (a) the means of communication
change; (b) the role of the social worker; and (c) the way to define, face,
and solve problems (López Peláez & Marcuello, 2018a, p. 31).
These three dimensions of Social Work stem from the redefinition of the professional role and the digital transformation in which
we are immersed. Such transformation includes: “The social context in which we intervene, our work tools, and the skills and abilities we need to address the processes of social exclusion and the
vulnerable paths of our citizens” (SENAF Río Negro, 2020, 42:39).
Social work is a profession and an academic discipline that responds to social problems within specific historical contexts and
times, and promotes change and social development (Presidencia
de la Nación, 2014). As such, it should face the challenges associated
with the digital transformation of society. This implies reviewing
and rethinking our professional practice by considering the new
dynamics and demands that may result from the Information Society. If we consider that technologies have an impact on the design
and delivery of social interventions, then “social work educators,
practitioners, and students should develop protocols to evaluate client outcomes to expand knowledge that promotes ethical, effective,
and safe use of technology in social work practice” (National Association of Social Workers, 2017, p. 47).

Possibilities and Limits in Digital Intervention
Setting the possibilities or limits of the intervention often depends on the magnitude of the presented challenges. These often
help us think of the unthinkable, unimaginable, and the previously unplanned. Related challenges may include: technological skills
needed to use digital tools and the development of digital strategies
with ethical principles. An example of this is principle number 8 of
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the Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles dealing with
the ethical use of technology and social networks, which states:
8.1 The ethical principles elucidated in this Statement apply to all
contexts of Social Work practice, education, and research, whether it involves direct face-to-face contact or use of digital technology and social media.
8.2 Social workers recognize that the use of digital technology
and social media may pose particular threats to the principles of
confidentiality and privacy and must take the necessary precautions to guard against this. Informed consent must make such
possible limits to confidentiality and privacy clear. (International
Association of Schools of Social Work, 2018, p. 7)

From the above, we can infer that it is essential to have a training space to help us acquire the skills required to provide digital
interventions. Such digital interventions do not replace face-to-face
interventions, but rather constitute an alternative for professional
intervention. This alternative, however, may be affected by the digital gap, a term that refers to the lack of access to technological resources, and to the lack of necessary skills to use them.
Overcoming the digital gap requires having access to technological resources and the necessary knowledge to use digital tools in our
respective fields of action. This, in turn, requires having academic
training on the use of ICT. Acquiring these skills, however, should
not be done without adopting a critical ethical perspective to handle new conflicts that may arise during the intervention process. The
promotion of ethical reflexivity in the analysis and planning of digital strategies intend to facilitate determination of the limits and scope
of any digital intervention. The goal is to create academic programs
that focus on digital skills and abilities to increase inclusion and narrow the digital gap affecting most vulnerable sectors. For this reason,
a critical analysis of the use of technology must be considered as part
of digital social work academic proposals.
Social work should better position itself to respond to the challenges of the digital transformation. Ethical principles should
permeate the methods of digital intervention and actions associated
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with their implementation. As stated earlier, this new intervention
option does not necessarily require the replacement of traditional
intervention methods; on the contrary, it simply complements
them. The decision on whether or not to provide a digital intervention should stem from a critical ethical analysis of possible conflicts
during the intervention.
Having the necessary skills and technological resources should
not be the only condition to implement a digital intervention. We
also need to deliberate the repercussions that a digital approach
may have on a targeted population. The digital gap can become a
limitation to potential users, making it impossible for many of them
to access digital social services. Other factors to be considered are:
(a) the magnitude of the problem; (b) the way in which the problem
is perceived and experienced by users; and (c) the possibilities of
monitoring the situation. Finally, we should consider the position
of service users. The goal is not only to reduce or eliminate the digital gap by assessing the level of access these technologies and the
population’s ability to use them. We should also assess the negative
and positive consequences the digital intervention may have on the
targeted population. The perceptions of service users about digital
interventions should also be considered when evaluating the suitability of our digital strategy. As new difficulties may arise while
implementing a digital intervention, ethical reflexivity should enable us to assess the usefulness of available tools and the impact
their use may have on the population of service users.
The potential benefits digital interventions offer our profession
should motivate us to continue studying and researching this new
method of intervention. Developing and maintaining a work relationship with users without being physically present, may enable us
to meet their demands and assess possible responses and actions.
Digital interventions may help bridge the bureaucratic barriers that,
in many cases, delay a response from institutional actors. The new
difficulties and social problems resulting from digital social interactions require us to better strategize to promote the well-being and
autonomy of most marginalized population subgroups.
Digital social work presents us with challenges for research, planning, execution, and evaluation of our intervention strategies. The
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skills of the professional and service users related to performance,
access, and usefulness of technological tools are key and may become a limitation or an advantage. We propose relying on ethical
reflexivity to ponder and analyze all these factors. Technology is part
of our daily lives in the current socio-historical context. This makes it
imperative that we maintain a critical ethical perspective.
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